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The  excellence  of  every  art  is  its  intensity, 
capable  of  making  all  disagreeables  evaporate 
from  their  being  in  close  relationship  with  Beauty 
and  Truth.  .  .  .  Several  things  dove-tailed  in 
my  mind,  and  at  once  it  struck  me  what  quality 
went  to  form  a  Man  of  Achievement,  especially 
in  Literature,  and  which  Shakespeare  possessed 
so  enormously  —  I  mean  Negative  Capability, 
that  is,  when  a  man  is  capable  of  being  in  uncer- 
tainties, mysteries,  doubts,  without  any  irritable 
reaching  after  fact  and  reason  —  Coleridge,  for 
instance,  would  let  go  by  a  fine  isolated  veri- 
similitude caught  from  the  Penetralium  of  mys- 
tery, from  being  incapable  of  remaining  content 
with  half -knowledge.  This  pursued  through  vol- 
umes would  perhaps  take  us  no  further  than 
this,  that  with  a  great  poet  the  sense  of  Beauty 
overcomes  every  other  consideration,  or  rather 
obliterates  all  consideration. 

keats  :  Letter  to  George  and  Thomas  Keats , 
December  21,  1817. 

To  know  a  thing,  what  we  can  call  knowing,  a 
man  must  first  love  the  thing,  sympathise  with  it. 

carlyle:  The  Hero  as  Poet 

Keats  certainly  had  more  of  the  penetrative 
and  sympathetic  imagination  which  belongs  to 
the  poet,  of  that  imagination  which  identifies 
itself  with  the  momentary  object  of  its  contem- 
plation, than  any  man  of  these  later  days. 

JAMES  RUSSELL  LOWELL:  Keats 

Ebenso  ist  es  mit  einem  Dichter.  Solange  er 
bloss  seine  wenigen  subjectiven  Empfindungen 
ausspricht,  ist  er  noch  keiner  zu  nennen;  aber 
sobald  er  die  Welt  sich  anzueignen  und  auszu- 
sprechen  weiss,  ist  er  ein  Poet. 

eckermann:  Gesprache  mit  Goethe 


INTRODUCTORY   NOTE 

The  letters  of  Keats  have  elicited  con- 
siderable study  and  analysis,  particularly 
during  the  last  two  or  three  decades.  The 
attention  has  been  well  bestowed.  For  few 
poets  have  been  gifted  with  a  more  pene- 
trating insight  into  the  workings  of  their  art 
than  that  which  Keats  possessed;  and,  with 
the  exception  of  a  few  marginal  annotations, 
the  entire  body  of  Keats's  criticism  is  to  be 
found  only  in  his  letters. 

Concentrated  analysis  of  the  letters,  how- 
ever, may  still  prove  rewarding.  For  Keats's 
discussions  of  poetry  revolve  to  a  large  de- 
gree about  his  conception  of  the  nature  of 

,  the  artist's  character  and  his  approach  to 
his  subject;  and  room  certainly  remains  for 
further  examination  of  Keats's  conception 
of  the  poetical  character  accompanied  by 

.  illustration  from  his  own  work.  The  quality 
which  characterizes  both  the  poet  and  his 
approach  Keats  designated  by  the  term, 
Negative  Capability;  and  it  is  the  critical 
articulation  of  the  philosophy  of  Negative 
Capability,  Keats's  own  abidance  by  it,  and 
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the  peculiar  bent  of  mind  which  gave  rise  to 
it,  which  I  have  essayed  to  clarify  and 
describe. 

I  wish  to  express  my  indebtedness  for 
many  helpful  suggestions  to  Professors  John 
Livingston  Lowes,  John  Nash  Douglas 
Bush,  and  Robert  Hillyer,  to  Mr.  Philip 
A.  Smith,  and  to  my  tutor,  Mr.  Charles 
A.  Steel. 
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THE  TRUTH 
OF  THE  IMAGINATION 

The  exclamation,  "O  for  a  Life  of  Sensa- 
tions rather  than  of  Thoughts,"  has  too 
often  been  quoted  out  of  context.  It  occurs 
in  an  early  letter  to  Benjamin  Bailey,  in 
what  is  perhaps  Keats's  first  extant  discus- 
sion of  the  Imagination : 

I  am  certain  of  nothing  but  the  holiness  of  the 
Heart's  affections  and  the  truth  of  the  Imagina- 
tion —  What  the  Imagination  seizes  as  Beauty 
must  be  truth  —  whether  it  existed  before  or 
not.  .  .  .  The  Imagination  may  be  compared  to 
Adam's  dream  —  he  awoke  and  found  it  truth. 
I  am  the  more  zealous  in  this  affair,  because  I 
have  never  yet  been  able  to  perceive  how  any- 
thing can  be  known  for  truth  by  consequitive 
[sic]  reasoning  —  and  yet  it  must  be.  Can  it  be 
that  even  the  greatest  Philosopher  ever  arrived  at 
his  goal  without  putting  aside  numerous  objec- 
tions? However  it  may  be,  O  for  a  Life  of 
Sensations  rather  than  of  Thoughts.1 

This  passage  contains  Keats's  first  dis- 
tinction between  the  logical  element  of  the 
intellect  and  the  imaginative,  intuitive  fac- 
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ulty,  and  his  insistence  not  merely  that  the 
use  of  the  Imagination  is  the  more  efficacious 
means  of  arriving  at  truth  but  that  it  is  actu- 
ally the  only  way  by  which  truth  can  be 
grasped.  " Consequitive  reasoning"  is  the 
power  of  categorizing  and  representing  ob- 
jects as  externally  related  to  one  another. 
It  is  almost  quantitative,  so  to  speak,  embrac- 
ing only  what  is  measurable;  it  is  mediate, 
in  contrast  to  the  Imagination,  which  is  in- 
tuitive and  immediate;  it  analyzes  rather 
than  synthesizes,  and  it  dissects  rather  than 
creates.  It  is  essentially  an  outward  view  of 
phenomena,  and  never  succeeds  in  grasping 
the  reality  within.  The  Imagination  is  the 
direct  opposite :  it  looks  inward,  grasping  by 
an  effort  of  sympathy  and  intuition  the  hid- 
den intention  and  reality  of  life;  and  what  it 
seizes,  synthesizes,  and  creates  "must  be 
truth  —  whether  it  existed  before  or  not." 

This  arbitrary  division  of  the  Imagination 
and  the  logical  faculty,  with  an  insistence 
on  the  greater  validity  of  the  former,  has 
been  paralleled  during  the  present  genera- 
tion by  Bergson's  thesis  that  the  intellect 
and  the  instinct  are  turned  in  opposite  direc- 
tions —  the  former  towards  inert  matter  and 
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the  latter  towards  life.2  There  is,  as  it  were, 
a  definite  geometrical  tendency  in  the  intellect : 

L'intelligence,  telle  que  Kant  nous  la  repre- 
sente,  baigne  dans  une  atmosphere  de  spatialite 
a  laquelle  elle  est  aussi  inseparablement  unie  que 
le  corps  vivant  a  l'air  qu'il  respire.  Nos  percep- 
tions ne  nous  arrivent  qu'apres  avoir  traverse 
cette  atmosphere.  Elles  s'y  sont  impregnees  par 
avance  de  notre  geometrie,  de  sorte  que  notre 
faculte  de  penser  ne  fait  que  retrouver,  dans  la 
matiere,  les  proprietes  mathematiques  qu'y  a 
deposees  par  avance  notre  faculte  de  percevoir.3 

The  Intellect,  which  is  essentially  categori- 
cal, remains  outside  of  phenomena,  taking 
from  this  external  position  the  greatest  num- 
ber of  views  which  it  possibly  can.  It  draws 
life  into  its  own  rigid  molds,  giving  it  an 
artificial  order,  and  brings  it  to  us  only  after 
translating  it  into  terms  of  inertia.  Instinct, 
on  the  other  hand,  enters  life,  grasping  the 
intention  and  simple  movement  which 
connect  it  and  give  it  significance : 

L'intelligence,  par  l'intermediaire  de  la  science 
qui  est  son  ceuvre,  nous  livrera  de  plus  en  plus 
completement  le  secret  des  operations  physiques; 
de  la  vie  elle  ne  nous  apporte,  et  ne  pretend 
d'ailleurs  nous  apporter,  qu'une  traduction  en 
termes  d'inertie.  Elle  tourne  tout  autour,  pre- 
nant,  du  dehors,  le  plus  grand  nombre  possible  de 
vues  sur  cet  objet  qu'elle  attire  chez  elle,  au  lieu 
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(Tentrer  chez  lui.  Mais  c'est  a  l'interieur  m^me 
de  la  vie  que  nous  conduirait  Yintuition,  je  veux 
dire  l'instinct  devenu  desinteresse,  conscient  de 
lui-meme,  capable  de  reflechir  sur  son  objet  et  de 
l'elargir  indefiniment.4 

The  logical  element  of  the  intellect  can  no 
more  know  life  than  it  can  conceive  of  the 
progress  of  movement.  It  concerns  itself 
with  immobility,  and  immobility  is  only 
apparent.  In  its  contemplation  of  movement, 
for  example,  the  intellect  can  direct  itself 
only  to  past,  present,  and  future  positions; 
it  represents  becoming  as  a  static  series;  and 
when  it  tries  to  form  an  idea  of  movement, 
it  does  so  only  by  reconstructing  from  a  se- 
quence of  immobilities.5  Instinct,  however, 
by  what  might  be  called  a  "divining  sym- 
pathy" can  grasp  the  hidden  significance 
and  force  at  work  beneath  phenomena: 

Quelle  que  soit  la  force  que  se  traduit  dans  la 
genese  du  systeme  nerveux  de  la  Chenille,  nous  ne 
l'atteignons,  avec  nos  yeux  et  notre  intelligence, 
que  comme  une  juxtaposition  de  nerfs  et  de 
centres  nerveux.  .  .  .  [But  it  can  be  known]  par 
une  intuition  (vecue  plutot  que  representee)  qui 
ressemble  sans  doute  a  ce  qui  s'appelle  chez  nous 
sympathie  divinatrice.6 

The  regaining,  by  an  effort  of  sympathetic 
intuition,  of  the  intention  that  runs  beneath 

(14) 


THE    TRUTH    OF   THE    IMAGINATION 

life,  is  the  task  of  the  artist:  "C'est  cette 
intention  que  l'artiste  vise  a  ressaisir  en  se 
replagant  a  1'interieur  de  l'objet  par  une 
espece  de  sympathie,  en  abaissant,  par  un 
effort  d 'intuition,  la  barriere  que  Tespace  in- 
terpose entre  lui  et  le  modele."7 

I  have  ventured  to  recapitulate  Bergson's 
distinction  between  intuition  and  the  intel- 
lect for  the  purpose  of  clarifying  Keats's 
theory  of  the  poetical  character,  which  antic- 
ipates, to  a  striking  degree,  Bergson's  own 
thesis.  "Consequitive  reasoning"  is  for 
Keats  an  essentially  artificial  process ;  it  is  at 


home  only  in  the  mathematical,  measurable 
world  of  its  own  construction.  "What  thg. 
Imagination,"  on  the  other  hand,  "seizes  as 
Beauty  mu«t  W  Tr"frh  "  The  Imagination 
enters  life,8  identifying  itself  momentarily 
with  the  object  of  its  contemplation;  and  it 
has  only  —  as  Hazlitt  said  of  Shakespeare  — 
"to  think  of  anything  in  order  to  become 
that  thing,  with  all  the  circumstances  be- 
longing to  it."  9  "Consequitive  reasoning," 
however,  draws  life  out  into  itself,  into  its 
own  already  constructed  molds,  distorting 
it  to  fit  the  shapes  of  these  molds.  It  deduces, 
analyzes,  compresses,  and  reshapes. 
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A  "consequitive  man,"  10  who  searches  for 
a  truth  by  means  of  "consequitive  rea- 
soning,' '  shuts  himself  up  in  a  circle  of 
articulated  formulae,  premises  and  results, 
definitions  and  conclusions.  The  poet  who 
possesses  the  quality  of  Negative  Capability 
will  be  "capable  of  being  in  uncertainties, 
mysteries,  doubts,  without  any  irritable 
peaching  after  fact  and  reason"  ni  and  it  is 
precisely  this  "irritable  reaching  after  fact 
and  reason"  which  characterizes  the  search 
of  the  "consequitive  man"  for  truth,  until 
it  is  small  wonder  that 

.  .  .  the  dull  brain  perplexes  and  retards. 

Coleridge,  says  Keats  in  the  same  pas- 
sage, exemplifies  the  "consequitive  man" 
who  pursues  truth  in  this  fashion:  "Cole- 
ridge, for  instance,  would  let  go  by  a  fine 
isolated  verisimilitude  caught  from  the 
Penetralium  of  mystery,  from  being  in- 
capable of  remaining  content  with  half- 
knowledge."  Poetic  truth,  precis^ly_because 
it  is  glimpsed  only  intuitively,  can  never  be 
seen  and  known  with  a  clarity  and  accuracy 
sufficient  to  satisfy  the  exacting  deman<i  of 
the  logical  f^^idty^there  is  always  about Jt^ 

(16) 


THE    TRUTH    OF   THE    IMAGINATION 

anairof  " uncertainties,  mysteries,  doubts/ ' 
of  *Jialf -knowledge . ' '  And  Coleridge,  after 
having  momentarily  broken  through  the 
barrier  which  space  puts  between  the  artist 
and  his  object,  and  glimpsed  "a  fine  isolated 
verisimilitude  caught  from  the  Penetralium 
of  mystery,"  —  Coleridge,  says  Keats,  seeks  j^  £UJk  a 
to  justify  this  "  verisimilitude  "  intellectually, 
with  an  "irritable  reaching  after  fact  and 
reason,"  and  to  dissociate  from  it  the  air  of 
"uncertainties,"  "mysteries,"  and  "half- 
knowledge";  he  demands  that  each  of  the 
rigid  molds  of  his  logical  faculty  be  satis- 
factorily filled  by  the  truth  or  phenomena 
which  he  is  contemplating;  and  because  he  is 
unsuccessful  in  his  attempt,  he  allows  the 
poetic  "verisimilitude"  which  he  has  grasped 
to  dissipate  itself. 

The  inability  of  the  " consequiti ve  man"  ^^" 

to  remain  "content  with  half -knowledge "  l^ 
is  owing,  in  large  part,  to  his  determination 
to  "make  up  his  mind  about  everything." 
In  a  letter  to  his  brother  George,  Keats  in- 
stances his  friend,  Dilke,  as  a  "consequitive 
man": 

He  thinks  of  nothing  but  his  "Political  Jus- 
tice" 12  and  his  Boy.  Now  the  first  political  duty 
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a  Man  ought  to  have  a  Mind  to  is  the  happiness 
of  his  friends.  I  wrote  Brown  a  comment  on  the 
subject,13  wherein  I  explained  what  I  thought  of 
Dilke's  character.  Which  resolved  itself  into  this 
conclusion.  That  Dilke  was  a  man  who  cannot 
feel  he  has  a  personal  identity  unless  he  has  made 
up  his  Mind  about  everything.  The  only  means  of 
^^strengthening  one's  intellect  is  to  make  up  one's 
'•**"  mind  about  nothing  —  to  let  the  mind  be  a  thor- 
oughfare for  all  thoughts.  Not  a  select  party. 
The  genus  is  not  scarce  in  population.  All  the 
stubborn  arguers  you  meet  with  are  of  the  same 
brood.  They  never  begin  upon  a  subject  they 
have  not  preresolved  on.  .  .  .  Dilke  will  never 
come  at  a  truth  as  long  as  he  lives;  because  he  is 
always  trying  at  it.14 

Keats,  in  this  discussion  of  Dilke,  is  again 
suggesting  that  the  "consequitive  man,"  in 
contemplating  phenomena  through  a  logical 


screen,  imposes  an  artificial  order  and  ar- 
rangement  upon  what  he,  sees.  Keats  inti- 
mated that  Wordsworth's  poetry  had  a 
"palpable  design"  15  upon  the  reader;  and  it 
may  be  said  that  the  reason,  in  its  attempted 
approach  to  truth,  has  a  "palpable  design" 
upon  the  phenomena  which  it  contemplates. 
"Consequitive  reasoning,"  moreover,  will 
not  arrive  at  truth  because  it  is  consciously 
deliberate  in  its  attempt:  "Dilke  will  never 
come  at  a  truth  as  long  as  he  lives;  because 
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he  is  always  trying  at  it."  The  reason  sets 
out  on  its  search  for  truth  with  something 
of  a  "palpable  design"  upon  the  object  of 
its  contemplation,  regarding  it  with  a  hawk's 
eye,  with  the  intentness  of  a  praying-mantis; 
and  it  rejects  as  unsatisfactory  any  "fine 
isolated  verisimilitude  caught  from  the  Pene- 
tralium  of  mystery"  precisely  because  of 
the  aura  of  "half -knowledge"  surrounding 
that  verisimilitude.  The  approach  of  the 
analytical^  rational  element  of  the  intellect 
is  voluntary  and  deliberate  —  that  is  to  say,  _ 
conscious.     Consciousness'  is   proportionate 

^with  the  power  of  choice:    it  lights  up  the  . 
zone  of  possibilities  and  potential  act.ivit.y_ 

^yhich  surround  and  encompass  an  act  or 
thought; 16  and  hesitation,  deliberation,  and 
choice  are  its  accompaniments^,.. 

In  contradistinction  to  the  approach  of 
the  intellect,  that  of  the  Imagination  is  un- 
conscious and  without  deliberation  and 
choice;  and  the  riveting  of  itself  to  that 
which  it  embraces  is  immediate  —  its  func- 
tion, that  is  to  say,  is  instinctive.17  In  a  letter 
to  his  brother  George,  Keats  wrote: 

The  greater  part  of  Men  make  their  way  with 
the  same  instinetiveness,  the  same  unwandering 
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eye  from  their  purposes,  the  same  animal  eagerness 
as  the  Hawk.  ...  I  go  among  the  Fields  and 
catch  a  glimpse  of  a  Stoat  or  a  fieldmouse  peeping 
out  of  the  withered  grass  —  the  creature  hath  a 
purpose  and  its  eyes  are  bright  with  it.  But  then, 
as  Wordsworth  says,  "we  have  all  one  human 
heart"  —  there  is  an  ellectric  [sic]  fire  in  human 
nature  tending  to  purify  —  so  that  among  these 
human  creatures  there  is  continually  some  birth 
of  a  new  heroism.  The  pity  is  that  we  must 
wonder  at  it:  as  we  should  at  finding  a  pearl  in 
rubbish.  .  .  .  Even  here  18  though  I  myself  am 
pursuing  the  same  instinctive  course  as  the  veriest 
human  animal  you  can  think  of  —  I  am,  however, 
young  —  writing  at  random,  straining  at  particles"' 
in  the  midst  of  a  greatHarkness,  without ""knowing 
the_bearing  of  any  one  assertion,  of  any  one  opin- 
ion —  yet  may  I  noFIh  this~be  freejfrom  ^in  ?  May 
there"not  be  superior  beings  amused  with  any 
graceful  though  instinctive  attitude  my  mind  may 
fall  into,  as  I  am  entertained  withjthe  alertness 
of  a  Stoat  or  the  anxiety  of  a  Deer?  19 

J  The  Imagination  is  almost  animal-like  in 
its  instinctive  approach  to  truth;  it  "has  a 
purpose  and  its  eyes  are  bright  with  it." 
There  is  an  echo  here  of  the  earlier  char- 
acterization of  Negative  Capability  as  the 
quality  which  distinguishes  the  poet  who 
approaches  his  object  immediately  and  in- 
tuitively, glimpsing  a  "fine  isolated  veri- 
similitude caught  from  the  Penetralium  of 
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mystery,"  and  remaining  content  with  the 
"  half  -knowledge"  with  which  he  has  been 
favored.  Keats  here  is  attempting  to  follow 
precisely  the  same  line  of  procedure:  "I 
myself  am  pursuing  the  same  instinctive 
course  as  the  veriest  human  animal  you  can 
think  of  .  .  .  straining  at  particles  of  light 
in  the  midst  of  a  great  darkness,  without 
knowing  the  bearing  of  any  one  assertion,  of 
any  one  opinion." 

This  intuitive,  imaginative  element  of  the 
mind  is  essentially  synthetic,  not  only  in  the 
concrete  shaping  and  expression  of  truth 
but  in  its  momentary  seizure  of  truth  as 
well.  It  is  synthetic  in  its  grasping  of  truth 
because  it  does  not,  like  the  reason,  detect 
only  particular  attributes  and  qualities;  it 
penetrates  beyond  the  external,  and  by  a 
momentary  divining  sympathy,  "feels  upon 
its  pulse,"  20  as  it  were,  the  hidden  movement 
and  intention  which  lie  beneath.  The  Imag-  I 
ination  "struggles,"  says  Coleridge,  "to 
idealize  and  unify.  It  is  essentially  vital, 
even  as  all  objects  (as  objects)  are  essentially 
fixed  and  dead."  21  Through  a  kind  of  fel- 
low-feeling rather  than  from  articulate 
and  logical  representation,  it  comprehends, 
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grasps,  and  feels  the  peculiar  force  at  work 
within  the  object  of  its  contemplation.  It 
conceives  rather  than  perceives;  its  function 
will  be  that,  almost,  of  a  common  sense,  in  the 
Aristotelian  sense  of  a  faculty  in  which  the 
various  reports  of  the  several  senses  are  re- 
duced to  a  common  apperception;  and  it 
will  grasp  an  object  with  all  the  qualities  and 
attributes  of  that  object  amalgamating  and 
fusing  themselves  into  a  concrete  unity  of  a 
general  sensation  or  conception. 

It  is  precisely  because  of  this  embracing, 
conceiving  quality  which  characterizes  its 
apprehension  of  truth  that  what  the  Imagi- 
nation seizes  "must  be  truth  —  whether  it 
existed  before  or  not";  for  into  the  Imagina- 
tion's apprehension  of  its  object  are  woven 
the  very  subtlest  threads  of  association, 
which  escape  the  scrutiny  of  the  intellect 
but  which  strike,  however  faintly,  a  common 
emotional  note,  which  the  logic  may  not 
detect  but  which  the  intuition  will  feel. 
These  concomitant  associations  blend  into 
chords  of  feeling  which  are  not  analyzed, 
picked  apart,  or  dissociated  from  the  phe- 
nomenon which  they  surround.  They  will 
be  united  and  intermingled  with  the  fusion 
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already  gained  by  the  Imagination,  the 
function  of  which  is  in  character  so  essen- 
tially like  that  of  a  common  sense-,  for  they 
will  form  an  inseparable  part  of  the  truth  of 
that  phenomenon,  and  are  a  necessary  ac- 
companiment of  a  true  poetic  insight; 22  and 
the  Imagination,  in  this  sense,  will  look  upon 
"the  Sun  the  Moon  the  Stars,  the  Earth  and 
its  contents,  as  materials  to  form  greater 
things  —  that  is  to  say  ethereal  things."  23 

This  imaginative,  highly  intuitive  faculty 
is  to  be  trusted  above  all  else.  "Conse- 
quitive  reasoning,"  in  its  abstraction,  is  an 
artificial  construction;  and  reality  cannot  be 
"settled"  to  fit  its  rigid  scaffolding: 

O  never  will  the  prize 
High  reason,  and  the  love  of  good  and  ill, 
Be  my  award!    Things  cannot  to  the  will 
Be  settled,  but  they  tease  us  out  of  thought.24 

"Reason,"  as  Coleridge  wrote,  "is  aloof 
from  time  and  space;  the  Imagination  has 
control  over  both."  25  Mobility  and  immo- 
bility alike  are  its  subjects;  and  the  fusion 
of  the  two,  the  union  of  quality  and  quan- 
tity, the  Imagination  alone  can  feel  and 
conceive;  for  it  seizes  and  explains  creation 
in  terms  of  creation,  and  life,  in  terms  of  life. 
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It  is  for  this  reason  that  a  "life  of  Sensa- 
tions "  —  or,  as  Keats  might  have  said,  of 
"intuitions"  —  is  to  be  preferred  to  a  life 
"of  thoughts." 


(24) 


II 

THE 
SYMPATHETIC  NATURE  OF 
THE  POETICAL  CHARACTER 

The  approach  of  the  Imagination  to  truth 
is  intuitive  and  immediate  because  of  its 
penetration  of  the  barrier  which  space  puts 
between  it  and  the  object  of  its  contempla- 
tion; and  the  penetration  of  this  barrier,  or 
the  breaking  down  of  it,  is  achieved  through 
the  momentary  identification  of  the  Imag- 
inationwith  its  object  —  that  is,  through 

The  poet  may  manifest  such  sympathy, 
and  subsequently  obtain  the  poetic  insight 
which  is  its  reward,  only  if  he  himself  is  pas- 
sive in  character.  Keats  wrote  to  Reynolds 
that  "Poetry  should  be  great  and  unobtru- 
sive,  a  thing  which  enters  into  one's  soulTancf 
does  not  startle  and  amaze  with  itself,  but 
with  its  subject";26  and  we  may  say  that  the 
poet  himself  is  "unobtrusive"  in  character, 
and,  by  negating  his  own  identity,  capable  of 
entering  into  the  soul77  of  his  "subject."  It 
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will  be  remembered  from  Keats 's  criticism  of 
Dilke  that  the  mark  of  the  "consequitive 
man"  is  that  he  " cannot  feel  he  has  a  per- 
sonal identity  until  hejias  made  up  his  Mind 
about  everything.'^/  The  poet,  however, 
"the  Man  of  Achievement  —  especially  in 
Literature,"  whose  distinguishing  attribute 
is  the  quality  of  Negative  Capability,28  will 
have  no  such  insistent  desire  to  "feel  his  own 
identity";  he  will  "make  up  his  mind  about 
nothing";  he  will  "let  his  mind  be  a  thor- 
oughfare for  all  thoughts";  there  wxill  be  no 
"irritable  reaching  after  fact  and  reason"; 
and  he  will  remember  that 

It  is  a  flaw 
In  happiness,  to  see  beyond  our  bourn  — 
It  forces  us  in  summer  skies  to  mourn, 
It  spoils  the  singing  of  the  Nightingale.29 

In  one  of  his  earliest  extant  letters,  the 
same  in  which  he  exclaimed,  "O  for  a  Life  of 
Sensations  rather  than  of  Thoughts,"  Keats 
wrote  to  Bailey,  "Men  of  Genius  are  great 
as  certain  ethereal  Chemicals  operating  on 
the  Mass  of  neutral  intellect  —  by  [for  but] 
they  have  not  any  individuality,  any  deter- 
mined character."  30  For  the  poet  in  particu- 
lar, a  "lack  of  determined  character"  is  a 

(26) 


THE    NATURE    OF    POETICAL    CHARACTER 

necessity.  Wordsworth,  for  all  his  "wise 
passiveness,"  offends  on  this  score  because 
of  his  "systematic  unwillingness"  —  to  use 
Hazlitt's  phrase  about  him  —  "to  share  the 
palm  with  his  subject."  31  The  character  of 
Wordsworth,  says  Keats,  stands  in  direct 
contrast  to  that  of  Shakespeare,  and  may  be 
called  the  "egotistical  sublime";32  and  the 
accompaniments  of  its  assertive  individu- 
ality are  "egotism,  vanity,  and  bigotry."  33 
In  a  manner  reminiscent  of  many  passages  in 
Hazlitt's  review  of  the  Excursion*4  Keats,  in 
a  letter  to  Reynolds,  condemns  Wordsworth's 
obtrusive  subjectivity : 

For  the  sake  of  a  few  fine  or  domestic  passages, 
are  we  to  be  bullied  into  a  certain  Philosophy  en- 
gendered in  the  whims  of  an  Egotist  —  Every 
man  has  his  speculations,  but  every  man  does  not 
brood  35  and  peacock  over  them  till  he  makes  a 
false  coinage  and  deceives  himself.  .  .  .  We  hate 
poetry  that  has  a  palpable  design  upon  us  —  and 
if  we  do  not  agree,  seems  to  put  its  hand  in  its 
breeches  pocket.  Poetry  should  be  great  and  un- 
obtrusive, a  thing  which  enters  into  one's  soul, 
and  does  not  startle  or  amaze  with  itself  but  with 
its  subject  —  How  beautiful  are  the  retired  flow- 
ers! how  would  they  lose  their  beauty  were  they 
to  throng  into  the  highway,  crying  out,  "admire 
me  I  am  a  violet !  —  dote  upon  me  I  am  a  prim- 
rose." .  .  .    Old  Matthew  spoke  to  him  a  few 
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years  ago  on  some  nothing,  and  because  he  hap- 
pens in  an  Evening  Walk  to  imagine  the  figure 
of  an  Old  Man  —  he  must  stamp  it  down  in  black 
and  white,  and  it  is  henceforth  sacred.36 

This  "  Words worthian  or  egotistical  sub- 
lime" subjectivity  "is  a  thing  per  se  and 
stands  alone."  37  Its  approach  is  deliberate, 
conscious,  and  with  something  of  a  "pal- 
pable design."  When  possessed  by  a  great 
personality,  such  a  quality  is  good  in  itself; 
but  the  willfulness  of  its  selection,  which 
results  from  the  consciousness  of  its  pro- 
cedure, will  necessarily  be  incomplete  and 
unrepresentative.  It  will  be  partial  pre- 
cisely because  it  does  select;  for  selection 
implies  choice,  and  choice  is  dependent  upon 
the  whim  of  the  poet's  subjective  personality : 

Now  it  is  more  noble  to  sit  like  Jove  than  to 
fly  like  Mercury  —  let  us  not  therefore  go  hurry- 
ing about  and  collecting  honey,  bee-like  buzzing 
here  and  there  impatiently  from  a  knowledge  of 
what  is  to  be  aimed  at;  but  let  us  open  our  leaves 
like  a  flower  and  be  passive  and  receptive  —  bud- 
ding patiently  under  the  eye  of  Apollo  and  taking 
hints  from  every  noble  insect  that  favours  us 
with  a  visit.38 

The  poet  who  obtrudes  his  own  identity 
raises  an  additional  barrier  between  himself 
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and  his  subject:  he  will  be  in  no  position, 
certainly,  to  be  "with  Achilles  shouting  in 
the  Trenches,  or  with  Theocritus  in  the  Vales 
of  Sicily"39;  or,  if  a  sparrow  comes  before 
his  window,  to  "take  part  in  its  existence  and 
pick  about  the  Gravel"; 40  and,  after  having 
so  identified  himself  with  his  subject,  "not 
dispute  or  assert  but  whisper  results  to  his 
neighbour."41  Such  a  manifestation  of  the 
poetic  gift  will  be  permitted  only  to  the  poet 
who  possesses  the  quality  of  Negative  Capa- 
bility, who  is  himself  characterless  and  withy.  / 
out  identity,  who  will  not  only  tolerate  but 
unhesitatingly  welcome  the  obliteration  of 
himself  by  the  life  about  him,  and,  with  the 
truth  thus  gained,  rest  content.  This  is  the 
philosophy,  not  of  Wordsworth  or  Milton, 
but  of  Shakespeare,  and  of  Keats  himself. 

We  know  that  Keats  attended  Hazlitt's 
"Lectures  on  the  English  Poets,"  given 
early  in  1818,42  and  he  wrote  to  Bailey  on 
January  23  43  that  he  definitely  intended  to 
hear  the  third  of  this  series  of  lectures,  which 
was  to  be  given  on  the  twenty-seventh  of  the 
month.  The  subject  of  Hazlitt's  lecture  was 
"Shakespeare  and  Milton";  and  a  consider- 
able portion  of  the  discussion  of  Shakespeare 
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was  devoted  to  an  insistence  upon  the  es- 
sentially negative  quality  of  Shakespeare's 
own  character: 

He  was  the  least  of  an  egotist  that  it  was  pos- 
sible to  be.  He  was  nothing  in  himself;  but  he 
was  all  that  others  were,  or  that  they  could  be- 
come. He  not  only  had  in  himself  the  germs  of 
every  faculty  and  feeling,  but  he  could  follow 
them  by  anticipation,  intuitively,  into  all  their 
conceivable  ramifications,  through  every  change 
of  fortune,  or  conflict  of  passion,  or  turn  of 
thought.  .  .  .  He  had  only  to  think  of  anything 
in  order  to  become  that  thing,  with  all  the 
circumstances  belonging  to  it.44 

Keats  listened  with  care  whenever  Hazlitt 
spoke,  and  he  remembered  what  Hazlitt  said 
about  the  characterless  nature  of  Shake- 
speare. It  was  an  expansion  and  a  more 
definite  articulation  of  what  he  himself  had 
felt  a  month  before  when  he  wrote  to  his 
brothers  that  Negative  Capability  was  a 
quality  "  which  Shakespeare  possessed  so 
enormously."  45  The  influence  of  this  lecture 
of  Hazlitt's  makes  itself  manifest  in  a  letter 
to  Woodhouse,  written  in  October  of  the 
same  year.  This  letter  is  perhaps  the  most 
definite  statement  we  have  from  Keats  on 
his  own  view  of  the  poetical  character: 
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As  to  the  poetical  Character  it!self  (I  mean  that 
sort  of  which,  if  I  am  anything,  I  am  a  Member; 
that  sort  distinguished  from  the  Wordsworthian 
or  egotistical  sublime;  which  is  a  thing  per  se  and 
stands  alone)  it  is  not  itself  —  it  has  no  self  —  it 
is  everything  and  nothing  —  It  has  no  character 

—  it  enjoys  light  and  shade;  it  lives  in  gusto,  be 
it  foul  or  fair,  high  or  low,  rich  or  poor,  mean  or 
elevated  —  It  has  as  much  delight  in  conceiving 
an  Iago  as  an  Imogen.  What  shocks  the  virtuous 
Philosopher,  delights  the  camelion  [sic]  Poet.  It 
does  no  harm  from  its  relish  of  the  dark  side  of 
things  any  more  than  from  its  taste  for  the  bright 
one;  because  they  both  end  in  speculation.  A" 
Poet  is  the  most  unpoetical  of  anything  in  exist- 
ence; because  he  has  no  Identity  —  he  is  con- 
tinually in,  for  —  and  filling  some  other  Body  — 
The  Sun,  the  Moon,  the  Sea  and  Men  and 
Women  who  are  creatures  of  impulse  are  poetical 
and  have  about  them  an  unchangeable  attribute 

—  the  poet  has  none;  no  identity  —  he  is  cer- 
tainly the  most  unpoetical  of  all  God's  creatures^ 
.  .  .  When  I  am  in  a  room  with  People  if  ever  I 
am  free  from  speculating  on  creations  of  my  own 
brain,  then  not  myself  goes  home  to  myself;  but 
the  identity  of  everyone  in  the  room  begins  to 
press  upon  me  that  I  am  in  a  very  little  time 
an[ni]hilated  —  not  only  among  Men,  it  would 
be  the  same  in  a  Nursery  of  children.46 

It  is  this  being  forever  "in,  for,  and  filling 
some  other  body"  that  is  the  reward  of  the 
characterless  poet;  for  the  truth  thus  ac- 
quired can  never  be  gained  otherwise.    The 
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negative  poetical  character  will  grasp  the 
nature  of  an  Iago  because  it  is  Iago,  and  it 
will  conceive  the  truth  of  an  Imogen  because 
it  has  become  Imogen;  and  tolerance,  ac- 
ceptance, and  forgiveness  will  accompany 
this  understanding,  as  they  could  never  have 
done  had  the  mind  approached  either  of 
them  categorically  and  rationally  with  a 
determination  already  resolved  upon,  and 
with  its  own  identity  obtrusively  projecting 
itself.  I  And  this  self-annihilation  of  the  poet 
through  a  sympathetic  identification  of  him- 
self with  his  subject  —  whether  a  creature 
or  a  phenomenon  —  will  be  accomplished 
through  the  Imagination,  immediately  and 
intuitively.47  \ 

This  capacity  of  the  poet  for  what  might 
be  called  Einfilllung  is  dwelt  upon  also  in  a 
little-known  lyric  entitled  The  Poet:  A  Frag- 
ment, which  is  found  among  both  the  Wood- 
house  and  the  George  Keats  transcripts,  and 
which  was  written  at  about  the  same  time  as 
the  passage  just  quoted  from  the  letter  to 
Woodhouse : 


Where's  the  Poet?  show  him!  show  him, 
Muses  nine !  that  I  may  know  him ! 
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'Tis  the  man  who  with  a  man 

Is  an  equal,  be  he  king 
Or  poorest  of  the  beggar-clan, 

Or  any  other  wondrous  thing 
A  man  may  be  'twixt  ape  and  Plato; 

'Tis  the  man  who  with  a  bird, 
Wren  or  Eagle,  finds  his  way  to 

All  its  instincts;  he  hath  heard 
The  lion's  roaring,  and  can  tell 

What  his  horny  throat  expresseth, 
And  to  him  the  Tiger's  yell 

Comes  articulate  and  presseth 
On  his  ear  like  mother-tongue. 

Here  again  is  an  insistence  upon  the  im- 
partiality and  indiscriminate  acceptance  of 
the  poet.  More  than  that,  however,  we  find 
a  clearer  statement  of  the  reason  why  an 
instinctive  sympathy  is  better  able  to  grasp 
truth  than  is  "  consequitive  reasoning." 
The  poet  is 

.  .  .  the  man  who  with  a  bird, 
Wren  or  Eagle,  finds  his  way  to 
All  its  instincts. 

And   it   is   precisely   this   that   logical   and 
scientific  analysis,  per  se,  cannot  do.  ^ 

But  experience  and  knowledge  are  neces- 
sary for  the  poet,  whatever  the  object  of  his 
contemplation.  "Fancy"  alone  is  of  little 
value  to  the  poet;  it  is  a  "deceiving  elf,"  48 
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divorced  from  life;  and  when  it  gains  as- 
cendancy, poetry  becomes  little  more  than 
"a  mere  Jack  a  lanthen  [sic]  to  amuse  who- 
ever may  chance  to  be  struck  with  its 
brilliance."  49  "A  long  poem,"  wrote  Keats 
to  Bailey,  "  is  a  test  of  Invention  which  I  take 
to  be  the  Polar  Star  of  Poetry,  as  Fancy  is 
the  Sails,  and  Imagination  the  Rudder."  50 
"Fancy"  is  certain  to  shipwreck  the  poet 
unless  he  has  as  his  rudder,  as  his  guide,  the 
Imagination  —  a  unifying,  conceiving,  and 
intuitive  faculty  which  has  a  firm  grip  upon 
actuality,  and  into  which  a  deep  and  rich 
store  both  of  knowledge  and  experience  has 
entered  and  become  a  part;  and  it  must  sup- 
port the  Imagination,  of  which  it  is  indeed  a 
part,  and  not  supplant  it : 

An  extensive  knowledge  is  needful  to  thinking 
people.  .  .  .  The  difference  of  high  Sensations  with 
and  without  knowledge  appears  to  me  this  —  in 
the  latter  case  we  are  falling  continually  ten 
thousand  fathoms  deep  and  being  blown  up  again 
without  wings  and  with  all  the  horror  of  a  bare 
shouldered  creature  —  in  the  former  case,  our 
shoulders  are  fledge,  and  we  go  thro'  the  same 
air  and  space  without  fear.51 

About  a  week  before  writing  this  passage, 
Keats  wrote  to  his  publisher,  Taylor: 
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I  know  nothing  I  have  read  nothing  and  I 
mean  to  follow  Solomon's  directions  of  "get  Wis- 
dom—  get  understanding" —  I  find  cavalier 
days  are  gone  by  .  .  .  there  is  but  one  way  for 
me  —  the  road  lies  through  application  study  and 
thought.52 

Three   days    later,    Keats    had    written    to 
Reynolds : 

I  have  written  to  George  for  some  Books  — 
shall  learn  Greek,  and  very  likely  Italian  —  and 
in  other  ways  prepare  myself  to  ask  Hazlitt  in 
about  a  year's  time  the  best  metaphysical  road  I 
can  take.53 

But  personal  experience,  he  wrote  in  the 
same  letter,  is  also  necessary:  ".  .  .  there  is 
something  else  wanting  to  one  who  passes 
his  life  among  Books."  And  in  his  next  letter 
to  Reynolds,  written  a  week  later,  he  further 
insists  upon  the  necessity  of  experience  for 
sympathetic  understanding : 

Axioms  in  philosophy  are  not  axioms  until 
they  are  proved  upon  our  pulses:  We  read  fine 
things  but  never  feel  them  to  the  full  until  we 
have  gone  the  same  steps  as  the  Author.  .  .  . 
Until  we  are  sick,  we  understand  not;  —  in  fine, 
as  Byron  says,  "Knowledge  is  Sorrow";  and  I 
go4 on  to  say  that  "Sorrow  is  Wisdom."  54 

"Nothing  ever  becomes  real,"  he  wrote  to 
his  brother  George,  "till  it  is  experienced  — 
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Even  a  Proverb  is  no  proverb  to  you  till  your 
Life  has  illustrated  it."  55  He  criticizes  Isa- 
bella because  of  the  "inexperience  of  life" 
shown  in  it; 56  and,  in  speaking  of  his  pro- 
jected walking-tour  to  Scotland,  he  wrote  to 
Bailey, 

I  should  not  have  consented  to  myself  these 
four  months  tramping  in  the  highlands  but  that 
I  thought  it  would  give  me  more  experience,  rub 
off  more  Prejudice,  use  [me]  to  more  hardship, 
identify  finer  scenes  load  me  with  grander  Moun- 
tains, and  strengthen  more  my  reach  in  Poetry, 
than  would  stopping  at  home  among  Books  even 
though  I  should  read  Homer.57 

f  Pain  and  sorrow  are  inextricably  woven 
into  the  texture  of  life.  For  the  poet  to  know 
life,  it  is  necessary  that  he  understand  suffer- 
ing as  well  as  joy;  and  for  him  to  understand 
suffering,  it  is  necessary  that  he  himself 
experience  it —  "Until  we  are  sick,  we  un- 
derstand not."  58  The  poet  may  not  linger 
in  the  "realm"  "of  Flora  and  old  Pan";59 
for  after  having  enumerated  the  pleasures  of 
that  place,  Keats  writes 

And  can  I  ever  bid  these  joys  farewell? 
Yes,  I  must  pass  them  for  a  nobler  life, 
Where  I  may  find  the  agonies,  the  strife 
Of  human  hearts.60 
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For  life  may  be  compared  to  a  mansion  of 
many  rooms;  and  the  poet's  progress  through 
this  mansion  necessitates  his  passage  through 
the  "Chamber  of  Maiden-Thought,"  where 
he  himself  first  suffers  and  comes  to  under- 
stand the  pain  which  is  bound  up  with  life.61 
The  sorrow  which  is  first  felt  and  understood 
in  this  "Chamber  of  Maiden-Thought"  is 
an  essential  part  of  the  making  of  the  poet. 
For  without  it,  he  would  "fly  like  Mercury 
.  .  .  bee-like  buzzing  here  and  there  impa- 
tiently," and  not  "sit  like  Jove  .  .  .  passive 
and  receptive," 62  contemplating  with  an 
understanding  eye,  and  feeling  with  a  sym- 
pathetic heart;  he  would  be  only  a  spark 
of  "intelligence,"  as  it  were,  and  not  a 
"Soul": 

Call  the  world  if  you  Please  "The  vale  of 
Soul-making."  ...  I  say  "soul  making'9  soul  as 
distinguished  from  an  Intelligence  —  There  may 
be  intelligences  or  sparks  of  the  divinity  in  mil- 
lions —  but  they  are  not  Souls  till  they  acquire 
identities,  till  each  one  is  personally  itself.  Intel- 
ligences are  atoms  of  perception  —  they  know 
and  they  see  and  they  are  pure,  in  short  they  are 
God  —  How  then  are  Souls  to  be  made?  How 
then  are  these  sparks  which  are  God  to  have 
identity  given  them?  .  .  .  How  but  by  the 
medium  of  a  world  like  this?  63 
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The  experience  and  knowledge  thus  gained 
in  this  "vale  of  Soul-making"  will  form  an 
essential  part  of  the  intuitive  and  sympa- 
thetic approach  of  the  poet;  and  in  this  sense, 
too,  a  "Life  of  Sensations"  is  to  be  preferred 
to  a  life  "of  Thoughts."  For  the  experience 
gained  in  the  world  is  of  a  highly  practical 
nature,  and  is  a  truer  means  of  acquiring 
knowledge  than  may  be  gained  through  iso- 
lation;64 and  Keats's  use  of  the  word  "Sensa- 
tion" throughout  his  letters  is  almost  always 
with  its  traditional  empirical  meaning,65 
and  may  possibly  have  been  borrowed  from 
Hartley  either  directly  or  through  conversa- 
tion with  Hazlitt,  Hunt,  or  Woodhouse.66 

The  knowledge  and  experience  thus  gained 
in  the  world  will  deepen  and  enlarge  the 
heart,  and  will  intensify  the  heart's  capacity 
to  sympathize,  understand,  and  express: 

I  will  call  the  world,  [Keats  writes  in  the  same 
letter]  a  school  instituted  for  the  purpose  of 
teaching  little  children  how  to  read  —  I  will  call 
the  human  heart  the  horn  book  used  in  that 
school  —  and  I  will  call  the  child  able  to  read,  the 
Soul  made  from  that  School  and  its  hornbook.  Do 
you  not  see  how  necessary  a  World  of  Pains  and 
troubles  is  to  school  an  Intelligence  and  make  it  a 
Soul?  A  Place  where  the  heart  must  feel  and  suf- 
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fer  in  a  thousand  diverse  ways.  Not  merely  is  the 
Heart  a  Hornbook,  it  is  the  Mind's  experience.67 

This  excerpt  occurs  in  Keats's  long  journal 
letter  to  his  brother  (February  14  to  May  3, 
1819).  On  the  day  that  he  began  this  letter, 
Keats  wrote,  "I  have  not  gone  on  with  Hy- 
perion." 68  The  highly  idealistic  humanism 
of  Hyperion  —  especially  of  the  first  two 
books  —  had  little  meaning  for  him  any 
longer.  It  was  on  the  sixteenth  of  April  that 
he  wrote  the  passage  just  quoted.  Four  days 
later  he  gave  up  Hyperion,  and  handed  the 
unfinished  manuscript  to  Woodhouse.  _ 

Even  as  early  as  Endymion™  there  is  an 
insistence  that  truth  may  never  be  acquired 
through  self -centered  isolation.  Endymion's 
lonely  search  after  the  ideal  is  restless,  pain- 
ful, and  fruitless.  He  rids  himself  of  his 
selfish  seclusion,  and  is  relieved  from  his 
restlessness,  only  after  he  has  been  moved 
to  sympathy  for  the  ill-fated  lovers,  Al- 
pheus  and  Arethusa,  and  prays  70  that  their 
sufferings  may  be  assuaged. 

But  it  is  the  revised  Hyperion  —  the  Fall 
of  Hyperion,  A  Dream  —  written  in  Septem- 
ber, 1819,  that  contains  Keats's  most  definite 
insistence  upon  the  necessity  of  suffering. 
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According  to  the  interpretation  of  Robert 
Bridges,  the  temple  in  which  the  poet  awakes 
is  the  "temple  of  Knowledge."  71  The  tem- 
ple may  at  least  be  said  to  represent  Truth, 
and  the  poet  may  not  enter  it  until  he  has 
ceased  to  be  a  "  visionary,"  recovered  from 
his  state  of  selfish  isolation,  and  acquired  an 
active  sympathy  with  the  pain  and  miseries 
of  the  world.   For 

"None  can  usurp  this  height,"  returned  that  shade, 
"But  those  to  whom  the  miseries  of  the  world 
Are  misery,  and  will  not  let  them  rest."  72 

The  steps  to  the  altar  are  the  struggle  of  the 
poet  to  acquire  that  height.  This  struggle 
will  consist  of  repeated  pain  and  suffering 
until  the  poet  feels  "What  'tis  to  die  and  live 
again."  73  For  the  world  is  a  "vale  of  Soul- 
making"  —  "A  Place  where  the  heart  must 
feel  and  suffer  in  a  thousand  diverse  ways  "  ;74 
and  it  is  by  this  "dying  into  life,"  this  anni- 
hilation of  himself  through  an  active  sym- 
pathy with  his  fellow  creatures,  that  the  poet 
achieves  his  own  soul.75  Middleton  Murry 
has  maintained  that,  by  the  time  of  the 
writing  of  the  revised  Hyperion,  the  quality 
of  Negative  Capability  has  come  to  have  a 
somewhat  broader  application : 
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For  this  supreme  quality  there  is  no  familiar 
name;  few  people  save  Keats  have  even  sus- 
pected its  existence.  For  the  moral  quality  we 
can  find  a  word;  it  is  more  than  tolerance,  it  is 
forgiveness.  It  is  that  quality  which  Christ  pre- 
eminently possessed.  But  for  this  other  kind  of 
forgiveness,  a  forgiveness  which  forgives  not  only 
men  but  life  itself,  not  only  the  pains  which  men 
inflict,  but  the  pains  which  are  knit  up  in  the  very 
nature  of  existence,  we  have  no  word.  We  have, 
as  yet,  scarcely  even  a  sense  of  the  quality  itself. 
Let  it  be  called,  though  the  word  cannot  fail  to  be 
misunderstood,  Acceptance.76 

There  is  an  element  of  truth  in  this  criti- 
cism. But  we  must  guard  against  reading 
into  Keats  an  idealism  which  is  not  there. 
What  distinguishes  Keats  from  his  contem- 
poraries, and  from  almost  all  the  other  major 
English  poets  except  Shakespeare,  is  the 
highly  empirical  nature  of  his  philosophy. 
It  is  necessary  that  the  quality  of  Negative 
Capability  confine  itself,  at  least  in  its  mani- 
festation, to  the  particular;  if  it  extends 
overmuch  to  the  ideal  realm,  the  poet  will 
tend  to  become  an  abstract  reasoner  and 
obtrude  his  own  views,77  he  will  become  re- 
flective rather  than  creative,  to  use  Ruskin's 
distinction,78  and  he  will  lose  the  strong 
grasp   upon   actualities,   the  firm   sense   of 
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the  solid  world,  which  is  the  most  note- 
worthy manifestation  of  the  objective  and 
characterless  poet. 

The  prophetess,  Moneta,  in  the  revised 
Hyperion,  bids  the  poet,  if  he  would  not  be 
a  "dreamer,"  79  extend  his  sympathy  to  the 
particular  and  the  concrete,  and  not  to  think 
overmuch  —  as  Middleton  Murry  would 
have  him  do  —  of  "the  pains  which  are  knit 
up  in  the  very  nature  of  existence";  for  the 
true  benefactors  of  humanity 

".  .  .  are  no  visionaries," 
Rejoin'd  that  voice  —  "They  are  no  dreamers 

weak, 
They  seek  no  wonder  but  the  human  face. 
No  music  but  a  happy-noted  voice  .  .  ."  80 

"Thou  art  a  dreaming  thing, 
A  fever  of  thyself  —  think  of  the  Earth."  81 

/        The  experience  thus  gained  in  the  world 
will  enlarge  the  mind  and  the  heart  of  the 

/poet;  and  it  is  necessary  that  it  be  had  if  the 
poet  is  to  be  no  mere  "dreamer,"  "falling 
continually  ten  thousand  fathoms  deep  and 
being  blown  up  again  without  wings,"  82  or 
being  propelled  along  by  the  "Fancy"  with- 
out the  very  necessary  ** rudder"  of  the 
Imagination.83    Each  individual  experience 
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and  each  particle  of  knowledge,  no  matter 
how  fine  and  subtle  to  avail  separately  in 
logical  analysis  and  judgment,  will  become 
a  part  of  the  imaginative,  intuitive  faculty 
which  grasps,  synthesizes,  and  expresses 
truth;  and  they  will  form  a  very  necessary 
and  essential  part  of  the  intuitive  and  sym- 
pathetic approach  of  the  poet.  \ 

The  whole  of  this  experience  and  knowl-^* 
edge  will  come  to  focus  upon  the  object 
which  the  poet  contemplates  and  with  which 
he  attempts  to  identify  himself.  The  selec- 
tion of  materials  which  the  Imagination 
seizes  upon  in  the  concrete  shaping  of  its 
insight  will  be  made  by  an  intuitive  faculty 
which  has  synthesized  this  knowledge,  ^wid" 
which  approaches  its  selection  in  a  manner 
not  dissimilar  to  the  intuitive  judgment  of 
William  James's  "expert"  84  or  Newman's 
"illative  sense"  85—  by  an  intuition,  that  is 
to  say,  which,  deepened  and  enriched  by 
a  store  of  experience  which  has  become  a 
part  of  it,  acts  as  an  instinctive,  unerring 
touchstone. 

For  the  true  poet  will  not  only  conceive 
of  an  Iago  or  an  Imogen,  of  "the  Sun,  the 
Moon,  the  Sea  and  Men  and  Women,"  as 
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Keats  said  in  the  letter  to  Woodhouse,  with 
a  cordial  hand,  as  it  were,  extended  to  each. 
It  is  not  enough  for  the  artist  to  view  his 
model  —  whether  a  creature  or  an  object  — 
with  a  generous  and  warm  feeling  about  the 
heart.  His  conception  must  involve  a  very 
active  participation  in  the  existence,  work, 
and  fortune  of  the  object  towards  which  he 
has  extended  his  sympathy.  If  a  sparrow 
comes  before  his  window,  it  is  not  enough 
that  the  poet  regard  the  sparrow  with  some- 
thing of  a  tolerant,  half -amused  liberality; 
feeling  pleasantly  and  generously  disposed 
to  the  sparrow  is  not  active  sympathy.  He 
must  not  only  become  that  sparrow,  but  he 
must  work  with  it;  and  there  must  be  an 
Einfiihlung,  as  it  were,  as  well  as  an  Ein- 
fullung,  so  that  he  can  "take  part  in  its 
existence  and  pick  about  the  Gravel."  86  By 
such  an  imaginative  and  sympathetic  Ein- 
fuhlung,  the  poet  will  grasp  the  truth  of  the 
creature  as  the  analytical  mind  may  not  — 
that  is,  he 

.  .  .  finds  his  way  to 
All  its  instincts. 

The  feeling  experienced  by  the  sparrow  as  it 
spreads  its  wings  will  be  revealed  to  him. 
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Those  actions,  if  any,  which  are  deliberate 
on  the  part  of  the  sparrow,  and  those  which 
are  impulsive,  will  be  understood  by  him; 
for  he,  too,  will  perform  them.  And  those 
sensations  experienced  by  the  sparrow  as  it 
swallows  a  seed  of  grain,  or  as  it  treads  upon 
the  gravel,  with  the  claws  of  each  of  its  feet 
clutching  a  pebble  as  it  stoops  to  pick, 
will,  by  a  fellow-living,  be  experienced 
by  the  poet,  too;  and  the  poet,  as  a  conse- 
quence, will  comprehend  a  truth  which 
escapes  the  exacting  scrutiny  of  "conse- 
quitive  reasoning." 

A  sympathy  such  as  this,  for  all  its  in- 
tuitiveness,  is  an  intelligent  sympathy.  The 
threads  of  all  past  experience  are  uncon- 
sciously woven  into  the  intuition  which 
directs  it;  and  the  greater  and  more  vital 
such  experience,  the  sounder  and  more  un- 
derstanding is  the  sympathy.  The  more" 
knowledge  the  poet  has  about  the  sparrow, 
its  bodily  construction  and  its  ways  of  life, 
the  more  complete  will  be  his  capacity  to 
"find  his  way"  into  the  sparrow,  providing 
that  this  knowledge  does  not  become  de- 
tached from  the  living  creature  before  him, 
and  assume  an  artificial  and  abstract  exist- 
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ence  in  itself.  "The  Sun,  the  Moon,  the  Sea 
and  Men  and  Women"  —  these  things  are 
poetical  and  have  identities  of  their  own. 
And  the  truth  of  each  of  these  "identities," 
a  conception  of  the  varying  fortune,  prog- 
ress, and  actual  living  of  each  creature  and 
each  phenomenon  through  every  turn  of 
circumstance  that  attends  upon  the  flow  of 
the  passing  second  —  these  will  press  upon 
the  sympathetic  and  receptive  mind  —  and 
heart  —  of  the  poet  until  his  own  individu- 
ality becomes  "in  a  very  little  time  anni- 
hilated," and  he  is  at  last  at  one  with  them; 
and  the  poet,  who  will  rest  "content  with 
half -knowledge "  and  will  manifest  no  "irri- 
table reaching  after  fact  and  reason,"  whose 
heart  has  been  deepened  by  suffering,  and 
who  has  been  schooled  by  knowledge  and 
experience,  will  discover  with  a  flash  of  in- 
tuition the  peculiar  nature  and  truth  of  these 
"identities,"  and  will  speak  out  this  truth 
in  imperishable  phrase.  For  the  poet  is  the 
object,  endowed  with  a  means  of  expressing 
itself. 
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INTENSITY   AND   THE 
CONCRETE 

1  here  is  a  strain  in  Keats,  said  A.  C. 
Bradley,  which  "may  be  called  the  Shake- 
spearean strain,  and  it  works  against  any* 
inclination  to  erect  walls  between  the  ideal 
and  real."  87  The  statement  is  wTell  made; 
for  if  Keats  is  idealistic,  his  idealism  is  con- 
crete. A  view  of  the  world  as  a  "vale  of 
Soul-making,"  as  a  "School"  in  which  "the 
heart  must  feel  and  suffer  in  a  thousand  di- 
verse ways,"  is  an  idealization,  perhaps;  for 
it  is  symbolizing  a  natural  process  as  an 
embodiment  of  a  higher  excellence.  But  it 
must  be  noted  that  Keats  never  separates 
and  abstracts  this  excellence  from  the  proc- 
ess itself.  What  to  him  was  an  embodiment 
of  the  ideal  must  be  accepted  and  cherished 
as  the  only  means  of  knowing  the  ideal. 

For  the  philosophy  of  Negative  Capability 
looks  upon  the  concrete  as  the  manifesta- 
tion, the  working  out,  of  the  ideal.    Keat~ 
wrote  of  Milton,   in  his  copy  of  Paradise 
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Lost,  "There  was  working  in  him  as  it  were 
that  same  sort  of  thing  as  operates  in  the 
great  world  to  the  end  of  a  Prophecy's  being 
accomplished";88  and  it  is  in  the  "great 
world"  that  the  ideal  accomplishes  itself, 
and  makes  itself  knowTn.  Pain  and  conflict 
have  a  meaning;  they  are  the  working  out  of 
an  ideal,  and  that  which  they  produce  is  a 
similar  working  out.  Their  excellence  con- 
sists in  the  soul  which  they  fashion;  and  that 
of  the  soul,  thus  fashioned,  in  its  ability  to 
sympathize,  understand,  and  aid.89  It  is 
precisely  on  this  point  that  the  idealism  of 
Keats  is  so  different  from  that  of  Shelley. 
Shelley  regarded  pain  and  conflict  with  hor- 
ror; they  were  indications  for  him  of  how 
far  man  yet  was  from  attaining  the  ideal. 
For  Keats,  however,  the  pain  and  suffering 
felt  in  the  "vale  of  Soul-making,"  "the 
agonies,  the  strife  of  human  hearts,"  90  had 
a  meaning;  and  for  the  poet  to  regard  them 
as  obstacles  to  the  ideal  would  be  to  obtrude 
his  own  identity,  his  own  views,  and  not,  cer- 
tainly, to  "let  his  mind  be  a  thoroughfare 
for  all  thoughts."  And  these  manifestations 
of  the  ideal  —  "The  Sun,  the  Moon,  the 
Sea   and   Men   and   Women "  —  these,   for 
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Keats,  are  the  concern  of  the  poet;  these  he 
must  accept,  resting  content  with  his  "half- 
knowledge";  these  he  must  conceive,  with  all 
their  qualities  and  attributes  fusing  into  a 
concrete  totality;  by  an  intuitive  working  of 
the  Imagination,  he  must  grasp  the  life,  the 
force,  which  is  at  work  within  them;  and, 
through  an  annihilation  of  his  own  identity, 
become  a  part  of  them,  and  speak  out  the 
truth  of  each.  It  is  in  this  sense  that  "an 
artist  must  serve  Mammon."  91 

For  the  concrete  —  and  here  we  strike  at 
once  to  the  very  core  of  Keats's  conception 
of  poetry  and  of  life  —  the  concrete  and  the 
ideal  are  one  and  the  same.  If  the  particular 
is  lost  in  the  universal,  the  life  and  force 
which  the  artist  seeks  to  recapture  will  melt 
in  his  grasp;  and  it  is  precisely  this  life,  this 
hidden  intensity  and  force,  which  the  poet 
must  feel  and  portray  if  he  is  to  find  truth 
and  express  it.  "The  excellence  of  every 
art,"  wrote  Keats,  "is  its  intensity,  capable 
of  making  all  disagreeables  evaporate  from 
their  being  in  close  relationship  with  Beauty 
and  Truth."  92  This  intensity  is  the  concen- 
trated life,  force,  and  meaning  of  a  particular. 
Keats  wrote  to  Shelley,  "You  might  curb 
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your  magnanimity,  and  be  more  of  an  artist, 
and  load  every  rift  of  your  subject  with 
ore."  93  It  is  by  a  concentration,  not  an  ex- 
pansion, of  force  and  intensity  that  the  poet 
simultaneously  rejoices  the  Imagination  and 
the  intellect  with  a  beauty,  a  truth;  and  the 
poet  must  take  care  never  to  divorce  this 
intensity  from  the  particular,  or  it  will  lose 
the  strength  it  so  surely  acquires  from  its 
imprisonment  within  the  concrete. 

A  love  of  the  concrete,  and  a  trust  in  the 
energy,  the  truth,  confined  within  it,  were 
deeply  imbedded  in  Keats's  mind.  The  most 
cursory  perusal  of  his  manuscript  revisions 
illustrates  his  intuitive  working  towards  con- 
crete concentration.  The  opening  of  the 
eighth  stanza  of  the  Eve  of  St.  Agnes,  for 
example,  was  originally  written 

She  danc'd  along  with  vague  uneager  look, 

Her  anxious  lips  full  pulped  with  rosy  thoughts. 

Keats  at  once  crossed  out  "look"  and  sub- 
stituted "eyes,"  and  by  degrees  transformed 
the  weak  prettiness  of  the  second  line  into 
something  approaching  "intensity":  "Anx- 
ious her  lips,  her  breathing  quick  and  short." 
The    phrase,    "the    wing    of    evening   tiger 
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moths,"  in  the  casement  stanza,  he  concen- 
trated into  the  "tiger-moth's  deep-damask'd 
wings."  "Unclasps  her  bosom  jewels"  he 
intensified  into  "Unclasps  her  warmed  jew- 
els." In  the  feast  stanza,  Keats  originally 
wrote 

While  he  from  forth  the  closet  brought  a  heap 
Of  candied  sweets  .  .  . 

Keats  at  once  perceived  the  lack  of  strength 
in  "sweets,"  and  he  crossed  it  out  and  put 
the  more  specific  "fruits"  above  it.  But 
"fruits,"  even,  was  not  sufficiently  concrete; 
and  so  he  enumerated  individually 

. . .  candied  apple,  quince,  and  plum,  and  gourd, 
And  jellies  soother  than  the  dairy  curd. 

"Dairy  curd"  became  the  more  concrete 
"creamy  curd,"  and  "lucent  syrops  smooth 
with  cinnamon"  was  strengthened  by  the 
substitution  of  "tinct"  for  "smooth."  94 

Intensity^  f or  _Kea,ts-  wa&  almost  physical 
in  its  nature;  and  for  that  reason,  too,  inten- 
sity, to  his  mind,  should  be  kept  within  the 
bounds  of  the  concrete.  Keats's  delight  in 
concentrated  physical  intensity  is  well  ex- 
emplified by  the  frequency  of  his  use  of  such 
words  as  "ache"  and  "pant."  95   It  is  illus- 
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trated,  too,  in  his  underlinings  in  Shake- 
speare. A  few  lines,  all  characterized  by  a 
physical  intensity  of  feeling,  and  all  heavily 
marked  and  underlined  by  Keats,  may  be 
instanced  from  The  Tempest 96  alone : 

O,  the  cry  did  knock 
Against  my  very  heart.97 

For  still  'tis  beating  in  my  mind.98 

Do  not  infest  your  mind  with  beating  on 
The  strangeness  of  this  business.99 

A  turn  or  two  I'll  walk 
To  still  my  beating  mind.100 

There  is  a  tendency  in  Keats,  moreover, 
in  his  instinctive  working  towards  intensity, 
to  ally  his  sensory  images  more  closely  with 
the  sense  of  touch,  and  thus  make  them 
stronger  and  more  concrete.  Arthur  Symons, 
in  speaking  of  Keats's  strong  grasp  upon  the 
solid  world,  said  that  he  had  a  "firm  common 
sense  of  the  imagination.' ' l01  In  my  attempt 
to  clarify  Keats's  conception  of  the  function 
of  the  Imagination,  I  have  used  the  term 
common  sense  with  a  somewhat  broader  ap- 
plication —  in  its  Aristotelian  meaning  of  a 
faculty  in  which  the  reports  of  the  various 
senses  are  united  and  fused  into  a  common 
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apperception,  a  faculty  which  conceives 
rather  than  perceives,  and  brings  to  bear 
upon  one  point  all  the  resources  of  the  sev- 
eral senses.  It  is  only  in  Keats's  maturest 
work  that  instances  of  this  Aristotelian  com- 
mon sense  may  be  found;  and  these  are  rare. 
But  there  is  throughout  the  whole  of  his 
work  a  tendency  towards  what  might  be 
called  a  confusion  of  the  senses,  whiqh  is 
much  the  same  thing  but  of  a  less  definite, 
less  refined,  nature;  for  even  as  early  as 
Sleep  and  Poetry,  Keats  expressed  his  desire 
in  rendering  expression  of  a  phenomenon  to 

Write  on  my  tablets  all  that  was  permitted, 
All  that  was  for  our  human  senses  fitted.102 


Keats  uses  the  words  " fragrant "  or  "fra- 
grance," for  example,  not  only  in  reference 
to  odors,  but  to  visual  images  as  well: 

Through  bowers  of  fragrant  and  enwreathed 
light.103 

He  gives  it  an  almost  tactile  quality: 

In  fragrance  soft  and  coolness  to  the  eye.104 

Or  he  uses  it,  again,  in  such  varied  ways  as : 
The  inward  fragrance  of  each  other's  hearts.105 
JMid    hush'd,    cool-rooted    flowers,  fragrant- 


106 
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Other  instances  of  this  "confusion  of  the 
senses,"  which  has  so  strongly  influenced 
subsequent  poetry,  often  for  the  worst,  are: 
"smoothest  silence,"  107  "pale  and  silver 
silence,"  108  "embalmed  darkness,"  109  "shad- 
ows of  melodious  utterance,"  uo  "incense- 
pillowed,"  m  "purple  riot,"  l12  and  "scarlet 
pam.    ii6 

This  "confusion  of  the  senses,"  this  com- 
mon-sense working  of  the  Imagination,  is  an 
accompaniment,  perhaps  a  part,  of  Keats's 
strong  tendency  towards  tactile  imagery, 
his  craving  for  touch,  for  the  concrete.114 
"Touch,"  he  wrote,  "has  a  memory"; 115  and 
much  of  his  imagery  is  an  attempt  to  solidify 
the  impressions  of  his  senses  by  giving  them 
a  tactile  strength.  Thus  he  makes  incense 
almost  tangible  by  calling  it  "soft"  and 
picturing  it  as  hanging: 

I  cannot  see  what  flowers  are  at  my  feet 

Nor  what  soft  incense  hangs  upon  the  boughs.116 

Or  again,  to  take  three  similar  instances  from 

the  Fall  of  Hyperion : 

.  .  .  the  touch 
Of  scent.117 

.  .  .  the  moist  scent 
Of  flowers.118 
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.  .  .  the  small  warm  rain 
Melts  out  the  frozen  incense  from  all  flowers.119 

Nor  does  Keats  confine  this  common-sense 
fusion  of  the  senses  to  epithets  or  to  single 
phrases.  He  sometimes  condenses  within 
one  or  two  lines  several  images,  each  ad- 
dressed to  a  different  sense.  Thus,  in  one 
line,  we  have  an  appeal  to  the  senses  of 
sight,  touch,  and  hearing: 

Pale,  latticed,  chill,  and  silent  as  a  tomb.120 
Or  to  the  senses  of  sight,  smell,  and  touch: 

...  a  rose  in  vermeil  tint  and  shape, 
In  fragrance  soft  and  coolness  to  the  eye.121 

Or  to  four  distinct  senses  in 

'Mid  hush'd,  cool-rooted  flowers,  fragrant-eyed,122 

and  in 

.  .  .  the  retired  quiet  of  the  night, 

Filling  the  chilly  room  with  perfume  light.123 

Accompanying  this  common-sense  fusion 
of  images,  and  developing  out  of  the  same 
tendency  for  intense  condensation,  is  Keats's 
ability  to  endow  his  epithets  with  startling 
sympathetic  touches.  Bridges  has  remarked 
upon  this : 

In  one  respect  he  is  in  my  opinion  superior  to 
Milton,  for  his  descriptive  touches  are  more  sym- 
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pathetic  and  less  conventional.  To  give  an  ex- 
ample, where  he  describes  Asia,  he  has 

"More  thought  than  woe  was  in  her  dusky  face, 
For  she  was  prophesying  of  her  glory." 

In  my  first  edition  I  said  that  Milton  would 
not  have  put  in  this  epithet  dusky.  It  happens 
that  in  Paradise  Regained  (IV,  76)  ...  he  uses 
this  very  word  of  the  Indians : 

"Dusk  faces  with  white  silken  Turbans 
wreathed," 

and  this,  while  it  corrects  my  faulty  analysis, 
well  exhibits  the  difference  which  I  wished  to  ex- 
plain. In  Milton  dusk  is  the  primary  external  dis- 
tinction used  as  a  sufficient  description;  in  Keats 
dusky  is  secondary,  and  added  on  to  the  emotional 
expression  of  the  face,  and  from  that  it  takes  a 
sympathetic  warmth  which  is  wholly  absent  in 
Milton.124 

Sympathetic  touches  of  this  nature  abound 
in  the  maturer  work  of  Keats: 

Old  ocean  rolls  a  lengthened  wave  to  shore, 
Down  whose  green  back  the  short-lived  foam,  all 

hoar, 
Bursts  gradual,  with  a  wayward  indolence.12b 

And  she  forgot  the  stars,  the  moon,  the  sun, 
And  she  forgot  the  blue  above  the  trees, 

She  had  no  knowledge  when  the  day  was  done.12* 

.  .  .  ere  Music's  golden  tongue 

Flattered  to  tears  this  aged  man  and  poor.127 
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Feebly  she  laugheth  in  the  languid  moon.128 

Unclasps  her  warmed  jewels  one  by  one.129 

His  old  right  hand  lay  nerveless,  listless,  dead, 
Unsceptred;  and  his  realmless  eyes  were  closed.130 

Tall  oaks,  branch-charmed  by  the  earnest  stars. 131 

Savour  of  poisonous  brass  and  metal  sick.m 

And   still   they   were   the   same   bright,   patient 
stars. m 

How  cams't  thou  over  the  unfooted  sea?  134 

Now  we  may  lift  our  bruised  vizors  up, 
And  take  the  flattering  freshness  of  the  air.135 

She  stood  in  tears  amid  the  alien  corn.lu 

It  was  a  concentration  within  a  particular 
of  the  intensity,  the  beauty,  the  meaning, 
the  force  which  is  at  work  within  that  par- 
ticular, which  gives  it  identity,  and  is  indeed 
its  nature  and  its  " truth"  —  it  was  this 
hidden  and  elusive  movement,  intention, 
and  identity  towards  which  Keats's  natural 
bent  in  poetry  instinctively  led  him,  ^nd 
which  in  time  became  a  conscious  goal;  and 
from  this  instinctive  reaching  out  of  Iveats 
for  intensity  come  both  his  gift  for  bestowing 
on  his  epithets  an  astonishing  sympathetic 
and  penetrative  revelation  of  truth  and  his 
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ability  to  strengthen  his  sensory  images  by 
allying  them  more  closely  with  the  sense  of 
touch. 

This  intensity  at  work  beneath  the  sur- 
face was  the  expression  for  Keats  of  the  real 
self,  the  identity,  the  truth  of  a  phenomenon. 
Severn,  who  accompanied  Keats  on  many  of 
his  walks,  was  often  astonished  at  the  acute- 
ness  of  Keats's  observation,  but  more  so, 
even,  at  that  to  which  his  attention  was 
riveted : 

Nothing  seemed  to  escape  him,  the  song  of  the 
bird,  and  the  undernote  of  response  from  covert 
to  hedge,  the  rustle  of  some  animal,  the  changing 
of  the  green  and  brown  lights  and  furtive  shadows, 
the  motions  of  the  wind  —  just  how  it  took  cer- 
tain tall  flowers  and  plants  —  and  the  wayfaring 
of  the  clouds:  even  the  features  and  gestures  of 
passing  tramps,  the  colour  of  one  woman's  hair, 
the  smile  on  one  child's  face,  the  furtive  animal- 
ism below  the  deceptive  humanity  in  many  of 
the  vagrants,  even  the  hats,  clothes,  shoes,  wher- 
ever these  conveyed  the  remotest  hint  as  to  the 
real  self  of  the  wearer.137 

Now  it  was  precisely  this  "furtive  animal- 
ism" of  the  passing  vagrants,  "the  rustle  of 
some  animal,"  "the  motions  of  the  wind  — 
just  how  it  took  certain  tall  flowers,"  —  it  was 
this  force  at  work  within,  glimpsed  momen- 
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tarily,  for  example,  in  the  "alertness  of  a 
Stoat  or  the  anxiety  of  a  Deer,"  which  for 
Keats  was  expression  of  identity,  of  indi- 
viduality, of  truth,  and  in  which  poetry 
consisted : 

May  there  not  be  superior  beings  amused  with 
any  graceful  though  instinctive  attitude  my  mind 
may  fall  into,  as  I  am  entertained  with  the  alert- 
ness of  a  Stoat  or  the  anxiety  of  a  Deer?  Though 
a  quarrel  in  the  Streets  is  a  thing  to  be  hated,  the 
energies  displayed  in  it  are  fine;  the  commonest 
man  shows  a  grace  in  his  quarrel  —  By  a  superior 
being  our  reasonings  may  take  the  same  tone  — 
though  erroneous  they  may  be  fine  —  This  is  the 
very  thing  in  which  consists  poetry.138 

This  intensity,  this  peculiar  force  at  work 
within  the  object,  this  almost  dynamic  ex- 
pression of  identity  and  truth,  is  intuitively 
and  almost  physically  felt  by  the  sympa- 
thetic, characterless  poet;  for  the  poet  is  the 
object,  and  the  force  at  work  within  the 
object  is  also  at  work  within  him.  It  was 
the  physical  intensity  of  the  phrase  "sea- 
shouldering  whales  "  139  which  caused  it  to 
give  Keats  such  delight  on  his  first  reading 
of  the  Faerie  Queene:  "He  hoisted  himself 
up,"  said  Clarke,  "and  looked  burly  and 
dominant,  as  he  said  'What  an  image  that 

(59) 


NEGATIVE    CAPABILITY 

is  —  sea-shouldering  whales ! ' " 140  And  Keats, 
entering  into  the  image,  doubtless  felt  press 
upon  his  own  shoulders  the  weight  of  the 
parting  billows. 

An  admirable  instance  of  this  physical 
intensity  in  Keats's  own  work  is  his  descrip- 
tion, in  the  first  Hyperion,  of  the  goddess 
Thea: 

.  .  .  she  would  have  ta'en 
fjO     Achilles  by  the  hair,  and  bent  his  neck; 
Or  with  a  finger  stay'd  Ixion's  wheel.141 

There  is  an  extreme  physical  intensity  con- 
centrated within  the  first  line  and  a  half. 
There  is  a  picture,  almost  physically  felt, 
of  the  look  of  agony  on  the  face  of  Achilles, 
the  veins  and  the  muscles  standing  out  from 
his  throat,  as  the  goddess  Thea  slowly  pulls 
back  his  head.  The  third  line  is  undoubtedly 
one  of  those  lines  of  Hyperion  which,  said 
Keats,  depend  upon  the  "false  beauty  pro- 
ceeding from  art"  and  not  on  the  "true 
voice  of  feeling."  142  The  line  is  intended, 
of  course,  to  show  strength;  and  so  it  does  — 
of  a  kind.  But  the  strength  is  magical,  super- 
natural: Thea  calmly  lays  her  finger  on 
Ixion's  wheel  and  it  stops.  The  straining, 
muscular  strength  of  the  first  picture  is  gone. 
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It  has  been  pointed  out  that,  in  contrast  to 
Shelley's  epithets,  which  connote  incessant 
movement  and  have  little  in  them  of  fixed 
outline,  those  of  Keats  are  essentially  stati- 
cal; that  they  determine  rather  than  suggest, 
and  characterize  objects  in  repose  rather 
than  in  motion.143  I  should  say,  however, 
that  the  secret  of  Keats's  imagery,  the  ex- 
cellence which  sets  him  above  his  contem- 
poraries in  mastery  of  phrase,  is  a  highly 
dynamic  power  momentarily  caught  at  rest 
and  concentrated  and  imprisoned  within  an 
otherwise  static  image;  and  that  this  con- 
centration in  Keats  is  effected  with  no  loss, 
but  indeed  with  a  startling  gain,  in  strength, 
life,  and  intensity. 

This  concentration  of  energy  within  a 
static  picture  is  well  illustrated  by  Keats's 
frequent  use  of  epithets  ending  in  ed.  Thus 
in  the  line,  "Tall  oaks,  branch-charmed  by  J> , ,  *)*{ 
the  earnest  stars,"  144  the  branches  of  the 
oaks,  through  the  use  of  the  compound, 
"branch-charmed,"  are  made  the  recipient 
of  the  energy:  the  steadily  working  spell 
cast  by  the  "earnest  stars"  becomes  con- 
centrated within  them  until  they  are  heavily 
charged  with  intensity.    Keats,  again,  does 
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not  write  "icy  gusts";  he  solidifies  the  gusts, 
he  makes  them  heavy,  by  calling  them 
"iced."  145  Similarly,  he  does  not  say  "globe- 
shap'd"  or  "globe-like  peonies."  He  goes 
farther,  and  calls  the  peonies  "globed";146 
and  the  hand  is  almost  cupping  the  peony, 
condensing  it  further  to  fit  its  "globed" 
roundness.   And  in  the  line  and  a  half, 

So  the  two  brothers  and  their  murdered  man 
Rode  past  fair  Florence,147 

the  bold  "anticipation  of  the  assassination," 
as  Lamb  wrote  in  his  review  of  the  1820 
volume,  "is  wonderfully  conceived  in  one 
epithet."148  Or  again:  in  the  expression 
"warmed  jewels,"  149  the  jewels  are  not  in 
the  process  of  being  warmed,  neither  is 
warmth  made  a  secondary  quality  through 
the  use  of  the  mere  adjective,  "warm";  but 
warmth,  rather,  has  been  concentrated 
within  them.  And,  similarly,  in  such  phrases 
as  "smooth-sculptured  stone,"150  "cool- 
rooted  flowers,"151  "enwreathed  light,"152 
"over-strained  might,"  153  "far-foamed 
sands,"154  and  —  as  distinct  from  "twitch- 
ing" and  "quivering"  —  "palsy-twitched"  155 
and    "proud-quivered   loins"  156   there   is   a 
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similar  concentrated  intensity  made  momen- 
tarily static  and  concrete. 

For  if  Keats  paints  rather  than  suggests, 
and  if  his  images  are  static  rather  than  mov- 
ing, that  which  he  paints  is  intense  with 
concentrated  force.  "Keats,"  wrote  Ruskin 
near  the  end  of  Modern  Painters,  "(as  is  his 
way)  puts  nearly  all  that  may  be  said  of  the 
pine  into  one  verse,  though  they  are  only 
figurative  pines  of  which  he  is  speaking  .  .  . 

'Far,  far  around  shall  those  dark-cluster'd  trees 
Fledge    the    wild-ridged    mountains    steep    by 
steep.'157"  158 

In  a  similar  way,  all  that  may  be  said  of 
homesickness  and  inarticulate  loneliness  is 
concentrated  in 

Perhaps  the  self-same  song  that  found  a  path 
Through  the  sad  heart  of  Ruth,  when,  sick  for 

home, 
She  stood  in  tears  amid  the  alien  corn.159 

And  again,  the  lines 

And  still  these  two  were  postured  motionless, 
Like  natural  sculpture  in  cathedral  cavern,160 

are  charged  with  a  strength  not  yet  dis- 
played; "But  where  the  dead  leaf  fell,  there 
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did  it  rest"  l61  is  heavy  with  quietness;  and 
the  lines 

Until  at  length  old  Saturn  lifted  up 

His  faded  eyes,  and  saw  his  kingdom  gone,162 

are  weighted  with  weariness  and  loss. 

"Poesy,"  wrote  Keats  in  Sleep  and  Poetry, 
is 

the  supreme  of  power 
'Tis  might  half  slumbWing  on  its  own  right  arm.1™ 

It  is  this  highly  dynamic  power,  caught 
momentarily  in  repose,  and  restrained  and 
imprisoned  still  further  in  the  bonds  of  art, 
that  underlies  the  satisfying,  quiet  —  but 
highly  intense  —  completeness  of  the  Ode 
on  Melancholy  and  the  ode  To  Autumn.  And 
it  is  precisely  this  power  which  characterizes 
the  restrained  intensity  of  the  Ode  on  a 
Grecian  Urn.   For  like  Cleopatra's 

Eternity  was  in  our  lips  and  eyes,164 

a  line  which  was  marked  and  underscored 
by  Keats,165  and  which  is  heavy  with  the 
concentration  within  concrete  particulars  of 
all  the  suggestion  eternity  can  convey,  the 
Grecian  Urn  is  weighted  with  a  condensed 
energy  heightened  the  more  because  of  its 
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compactness;  and  it,  too,  is  tremulously 
heavy  with  an  eternity  intensified  and  com- 
pressed within  a  particular. 

This  intuitive  reaching  towards  a  static, 
yet  highly  dynamic,  conception  and  expres- 
sion of  the  particular  is  a  manifestation, 
once  again,  of  Keats's  instinctive  reaching 
for  intensity;  and  it  is  an  accompaniment, 
furthermore,  of  his  delight  in  the  concrete 
and  in  concentrated  physical  intensity,  his 
strong  tendency  towards  tactile  imagery,  the 
common-sense  working  of  his  imagination, 
and,  also,  his  gift  for  bestowing  on  his  epi- 
thets a  sympathetic  understanding  that  both 
delights  and  astonishes  with  its  penetrative 
revelation  of  truth.  And  though  the  acute- 
ness  and  soundness  of  Keats's  critical  in- 
sight were  chronologically  in  advance  of  the 
excellence  of  his  execution,  and  he  did  not 
live  to  perform  that  of  which  he  gave  such 
remarkable  promise;  and  although,  too, 
Keats's  own  accomplishment  in  verse  is  by 
no  means  that  of  a  poet  who  possesses  per- 
fectly the  quality  of  Negative  Capability,  yet 
these  manifestations  of  his  reaching  for  an 
intensity  imprisoned  within  the  bounds  of 
the  concrete  are  indicative  of  the  character 
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of  mind  that  gave  rise  to  his  critical  phi- 
losophy ;  and  a  cursory  account  of  the  indica- 
tions of  that  character  of  mind  has  been 
necessary  for  a  narrowing  down  of  the  con- 
ception of  Negative  Capability  to  its  actual 
meaning.  For  Negative  Capability  is  not 
objectivity  nor  yet  Wordsworth's  "  wise  pas- 
siveness,"  although  it  is  indeed  objective  and 
passive  in  nature.  Neither  is  it  an  implicit 
trust  in  the  Imagination  nor,  even,  the 
Shakespearean  quality  of  annihilating  one's 
own  identity  by  becoming  at  one  with  the 
subject,  although  these  too  it  includes 
within  its  scope.  These  qualities  are  rather 
accompaniments  and  outgrowths  of  some- 
thing more  primary  which  underlies  them  — 
an  acceptance,  as  I  have  been  saying,  of  the 
particular,  a  love  of  it  and  a  trust  in  it;  and 
an  acceptance,  moreover,  with  all  its  ''half- 
knowledge,"  of  the  "sense  of  Beauty,"  of 
force,  of  intensity,  that  lies  within  that  par- 
ticular and  is  indeed  its  identity  and  its 
truth,  and  which  "overcomes  every  other 
consideration,  or  rather  obliterates  all  con- 
sideration." mj  It  was  this  devotion  to  the 
intensity  imbedded  within  the  concrete 
which  is  responsible,  not  only  for  the  aston-- 
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ishing  and  penetrative  revelations  of  truth, 
but  also  for  the  heavy  richness,  the  slow, 
clogged  —  almost  drugged  —  movement,  the 
choked-in  fullness  of  Keats's  finest  lines, 
which  gives  him  a  strength  with  all  his  lux- 
ury, and  which  keeps  his  sensuousness  firm 
and  vital.  And  it  was  this  devotion,  too, 
which  led  him,  as  he  increased  in  years,  to 
love  life  with  all  the  gusto  of  a  Chaucer  or  a 
Shakespeare,  to  delight  in  human  beings, 
whether  they  were  lagos  or  Imogens,  and  to ' 
sympathize  with  them  individually  and  asv* 
particulars;  for  at  work  within  each  of  them 
is  a  nervous  and  instinctive  force,  a  peculiar 
identity,  which  was  for  Keats  their  beauty 
and  their  truth. 

For  the  "poetical  character  .  .  .  lives  in 
gusto,  be  it  foul  or  fair"; 167  and  the  most 
heightened  zest  of  all  for  Keats  —  and  here  he 
is  indeed  "of  Shakespeare's  tribe"  168  —  was 
to  be  found  in  the  living  human  being: 
"Scenery  is  fine,"  he  wrote  to  Bailey,  "but 
human  nature  is  finer.  The  Sward  is  richer 
for  the  tread  of  a  real,  nervous,  english  [sic] 
foot."  169  And  it  was  this  nervous,  this  zest- 
ful,  tremulous  reality  that  became  for  Keats 
the  greatest  of  wonders,  and  beside  which 
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the  purely  fanciful  came  in  time  to  pale  into 
unreality  or  drop  into  insipidity.  "Won- 
ders," he  wrote  to  Taylor,  shortly  after  he 
had  made  his  revision  of  Hyperion  —  "Won- 
ders are  no  wonders  to  me.  I  am  more  at 
home  amongst  Men  and  Women.  I  would 
rather  read  Chaucer  than  Ariosto."  170 

Landor,  with  unerring  instinct,  wrote, 
"WThat  a  poet  would  poor  Keats  have  been, 
if  he  had  lived !  He  had  something  of  Shake- 
speare in  him,  and  (what  nobody  else  ever 
had)  much,  very  much  of  Chaucer."  m  The 
statement  is  well  made;  for  Keats  is  of 
Chaucer's  company  in  his  enthusiasm  for 
the  life,  the  gusto,  of  the  particular.  A  de- 
light in  his  fellow  beings  was  in  Keats's 
blood.  His  distinction  between  the  Scots- 
man and  the  Irishman,  written  during  the 
Scotch  tour,  is  remarkably  penetrating  in 
its  insight,  as  is  his  characterization  of  Rice, 
Reynolds,  and  Richards,172  or  his  description, 
in  the  same  letter,  of  three  imaginary 
people : 

I  know  three  people  of  no  wit  at  all,  each  dis- 
tinct in  his  excellence.  A,  B,  and  C.  A  is  the 
soolishest  [sic},  B  the  sulkiest,  C  is  a  negative  — 
A  makes  you  yawn,  B  makes  you  hate,  as  for  C 
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you  never  see  him  though  he  is  six  feet  high.  I 
bear  the  first,  forbear  the  second,  I  am  not  cer- 
tain that  the  third  is.  The  first  is  gruel,  the  sec- 
ond Ditch  water,  the  third  is  spilt  —  he  ought  to 
be  wiped  up.  A  is  inspired  by  Jack  o'  the  Clock  — 
B  has  been  drilled  by  a  russian  Sargeant,  C  — 
they  say  is  not  his  mother's  true  Child  but  that 
she  bought  him  of  a  Man  who  cries  "Young 
lambs  to  sell!"  173 

Bradley  quotes  a  portion  of  this  passage, 
and  writes : 

C,  who  is  spilt  and  ought  to  be  wiped  up,  how 
often  we  have  met  and  still  shall  meet  him. 
Shakespeare,  I  think,  would  gladly  have  fathered 
the  phrase  that  describes  him,  and  the  words 
that  follow  are  not  so  much  out  of  the  tune  of 
Falstaff.174 


Keats  was  vitally  aware  of  the  life  about 
him;  it  pressed  upon  him,  and  he  both  felt 
it  and  felt  with  it.  Let  us  remember  the  let^ 
ter  to  Woodhouse,  in  which  the  characterless 
nature  of  the  poet  is  so  strongly  insisted 
upon: 

When  I  am  in  a  room  with  People  if  ever  I  am 
free  from  speculating  on  creations  of  my  own 
brain,  then  not  myself  goes  home  to  myself:  but 
the  identity  of  every  one  in  the  room  begins  to 
press  upon  me  [so]  that  I  am  in  a  very  little  time 
an [ni] Mated  —  not  only  among  Men;  it  would 
be  the  same  in  a  Nursery  of  children.175 

(69) 


NEGATIVE    CAPABILITY 

A  few  weeks  before,  Keats  had  written  to 
Dilke,  "I  wish  I  could  say  Tom  was  any  bet- 
ter. His  identity  presses  upon  me  all  day  so 
that  I  am  obliged  to  go  out."  176  He  could 
feel  the  identity  of  a  sparrow,  and  "pick 
about  the  Graver'  with  it;  and  he  could  feel, 
too,  the  trembling  withdrawing  of  a  snail 
into  its  shell : 

He  [Shakespeare]  has  left  nothing  to  say  about 
nothing  or  anything :  for  look  at  Snails,  you  know 
what  he  says  about  Snails,  you  know  where  he 
talks  about  "cockled  snails''  177  —  well  .  .  .  this 
is  in  the  Venus  and  Adonis:  the  Simile  brought 
it  to  my  Mind. 

As  the  snail,  whose  tender  horns  being  hit, 
Shrinks  back  into  his  shelly  cave  with  pain  .  .  ,178 

Keats  could  even  divine  by  a  fellow-feeling 
the  force  at  work  within  a  billiard-ball,  if  we 
may  accredit  Woodhouse: 

He  has  affirmed  that  he  can  conceive  of  a  bil- 
liard Ball  that  it  may  have  a  sense  of  delight  from 
its  own  roundness,  smoothness  &  volubility  & 
the  rapidity  of  its  motion.179 

It  was  precisely  this  same  sensitivity  which 
made  him,  on  reading  the  phrase  "sea- 
shouldering  whales,"  feel  about  his  own 
shoulders  the  weight  of  the  parting  billows, 
and  which  made  him,  too,  in  trying  to  ex- 
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plain  his  conception  of  intensity  to  Haydon, 
describe  it  as  "somewhat  like  the  feel  I  have 
of  Anthony  and  Cleopatra.  Or  of  Alcibiades, 
leaning  on  his  Crimson  Couch,  his  broad 
shoulders  imperceptibly  heaving  with  the 
Sea^  180 

This  zest  for  the  real,  for  the  living,  is  at 
one  with  Keats's  essential  empirical-minded- 
ness;  and  from  this  empiricism  —  for  if 
Keats  is  idealistic,  his  idealism  is  interwoven 
with  the  world  about  him  —  from  this  highly 
empirical  nature  of  Keats  comes  an  ability, 
likewise  Chaucerian,  to  see  things  as  they 
are,  to  regard  life  with  the  sane  eye  of  com-/ 
mon  sense,  and  to  laugh  when  there  is  sub- 
ject for  laughter.  It  will  be  remembered  that 
Pandarus,  in  whom  Chaucer  concentrated  so 
much  of  his  own  identity,  saw  clearly  the 
irony  of  life  and  "softe  lough."  Even  dur- 
ing the  ten  days'  wait  for  Criseyde's  return, 
when  he  manifests  the  utmost  loyalty  and 
friendship,  Pandarus,  who  is  no  idealist,  can 
laugh  —  at  Troilus,  at  the  world,  and  at 
himself.  He  is  deeply  concerned  with  Troi- 
lus's  fate,  "But  in  his  herte  he  thoughte  and 
softe  lough."  181  "A  man  in  love,"  wrote 
Keats  to  his  brother  George,  "I  do  think 
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cuts  the  sorry  est  figure  in  the  world.  Even 
when  I  know  a  poor  fool  to  be  in  pain  about 
it,  I  could  burst  out  laughing  in  his  Face."182 
"What  a  piece  of  work  is  man!"  said  Ham- 
let: "How  noble  in  reason!  how  infinite  in 
faculty!  .  .  .  And  yet,  to  me,  what  is  this 
quintessence  of  dust?  " 

There  is  a  wisdom  wThich  manifests  itself 
in  the  ability  to  look  on  man  as  Gulliver  did 
the  Lilliputians,  noting  with  a  keen  and 
sane  eye  the  ridiculousness  of  the  society  and 
the  customs  which  he  has  built  up,  his  means 
of  obtaining  success,  his  smugness,  his  small- 
ness  —  regarding  him  indeed  as  a  "poor 
forked  creature,"  183  and  yet  at  the  same 
time  feeling  a  genuine  and  active  sympathy 
for  him  and  delighting  in  the  life,  the  in- 
stinctive force  within  him;  and  this  is  the 
wisdom  of  Chaucer,  of  Shakespeare,  and, 
had  he  lived  another  twenty-five  years,  it 
might  well  have  become  that  of  Keats. 

For  Keats  knew  well  that  a  "fallible 
being"  —  to  use  Johnson's  phrase  —  "will 
fail  somewhere."  He  had  little  sympathy 
for  the  doctrine  of  perfectibility  —  "the 
nature  of  the  world  will  not  admit  of  it  — 
the  inhabitants  of  the  world  will  correspond 
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to  itself."  184  He  criticizes  Dilke  as  a  "God- 
win perfectibility  man";185  and  it  will  be 
remembered  that  Dilke,  according  to  Keats, 
"cannot  feel  he  has  a  personal  identity  un- 
less he  has  made  up  his  Mind  about  every- 
thing," that  he  approached  life  with  a 
predetermined  conception  of  it,  obtruding 
his  own  character  and  his  own  views,  and 
that  he  would  thus  "never  come  at  a  truth 
as  long  as  he  lives."  The  only  way  to  arrive 
at  truth  "is  to  make  up  one's  mind  about 
nothing  —  to  let  the  mind  be  a  thoroughfare 
for  all  thoughts,"  186  and  to  accept  man  in- 
dividually, with  all  the  absurdity,  pathos, 
and  nobility  woven  into  his  every  speech, 
action,  thought,  and  aspiration;  for  there  is 
something  fine  in  his  animal  instinctiveness : 

The  greater  part  of  Men  make  their  way  with 
the  same  instiDctiveness,  the  same  unwandering 
eye  from  their  purposes,  the  same  animal  eager- 
ness as  the  Hawk.  The  Hawk  wants  a  Mate,  so 
does  the  Man  —  look  at  them  both[:]  they  set 
about  it  and  procure  one  in  the  same  manner. 
They  want  both  a  nest  and  they  both  set  about 
one  in  the  same  manner  —  they  get  their  food  in 
the  same  manner.  The  noble  animal  Man  for  his 
amusement  smokes  a  pipe  —  the  Hawk  balances 
about  the  Clouds  —  that  is  the  only  difference  of 
their  leisures.  .  .  .   There  is  an  ellectric  [sic]  fire 
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in  human  nature  tending  to  purify  —  so  that 
among  these  human  creatures  there  is  continu- 
ally some  birth  of  a  new  heroism.  .  .  .  This  is 
the  very  thing  in  which  consists  poetry.187 

And  it  is  as  a  "poor  forked  creature"  that 

the  philosophy  of  Negative  Capability  accepts 

man;  but  it  detects   as  well,   or  rather  it 

intuits,  in  this  "same  animal  eagerness,"  in 

this  instinctive  working  towards  a  purpose, 

the  beauty  of  man,  his  peculiar  identity,  his 

truth. 

In  a  letter  written  to  his  brother  Tom, 

during  the  Scotch  tour,  Keats  is  describing 

an  old  peasant  woman : 

Squab  and  lean  she  sat  and  puff'd  out  the 
smoke  while  two  ragged  tattered  Girls  carried  her 
along.  What  a  thing  would  be  the  history  of  her 
Life  and  sensations! 188 

And  few  things  delighted  Keats  more  than  a 

phrase  or  a  passage  which  could  reveal  with 

a  flash  of  intuition  the  history  of  the  "life 

and  sensations,"  the  character,  the  real  self, 

whether  of  an  object  or  a  person.  He  crossed 

out  a  remark  of  Johnson's  quoted  at  the 

conclusion  of  Antony  and  Cleopatra  in  his 

copy  of  Shakespeare: 

The  power  of  delighting  is  derived  principally 
from  the  frequent  changes  of  the  scene;  for,  ex- 
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cept  the  feminine  arts,  some  of  which  are  too  low, 
which  distinguish  Cleopatra,  no  character  is 
strongly  discriminated. 

This  he  crossed  out  and  wrote  beneath  Char- 

mian's  farewell  to  her  dead  mistress,  whom 

she  is  about  to  follow  —  lines  which  he  had 

strongly  underscored  in  the  text,  and  which 

contain  a  startling  imaginative  revelation  of 

character : 

Your  crown's  awry; 
I'll  mend  it  and  then  play.189 

He  underscored  the  highly  self-revealing 
order  given  by  Regan  after  the  blinding  of 
Gloucester: 

Go  thrust  him  out  at  the  gates,  and  let  him  smell 
His  way  to  Dover.190 

And  in  his  copy  of  Matheo  Aleman's  The 
Rogue,  or  the  Life  of  Guzman  de  Alfarache, 
he  underlined  the  words,  "His  voice  lowd 
and  shrill  but  not  very  cleere,"  and  wrote  in 
the  margin,  "This  puts  me  in  mind  of  Field- 
ing's Fanny  'whose  teeth  were  white  but  un- 
even'; it  is  the  same  sort  of  personality.  The 
great  man  in  this  way  is  Chaucer."  191 

And  Keats's  own  character  was  highly 
charged  with  that  zest  for  the  living  which 
made  Chaucer,  when  the  Alchemist  came 
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riding  up  to  join  the  Pilgrims,  cry  out  with 
glee,  "But  it  was  joye  for  to  seen  hym 
swete!"  192  It  was  instinct  with  the  same  de- 
light in  the  particular  —  with  what  Professor 
Lowes  has  called  Chaucer's  "eager  appe- 
tence .  .  .  for  life,  to  which  nothing  was 
common  or  unclean/ '  193  And  that  which 
held  his  fascination,  which  fed  his  delight, 
which  was  indeed  the  very  stuff  of  poetry  — 
and  of  truth  —  for  Keats,  was  the  living 
force  at  work  beneath  every  phenomenon. 
In  the  chapter  on  Lear  in  his  copy  of  Haz- 
litt's  Characters  of  Shakespears  Plays,  he 
both  sidemarked  and  underlined  a  passage 
which,  he  wrote  in  the  margin,  "has  to  a 
great  degree  the  hieroglyphic  visioning": 

We  see  the  ebb  and  flow  of  the  feeling,  its 
pauses  and  feverish  starts,  its  impatience  of  oppo- 
sition, its  accumulating  force  when  it  has  time  to 
recollect  itself,  the  manner  in  which  it  avails  itself 
of  every  passing  word  or  gesture,  its  haste  to  repel 
insinuation,  the  alternate  contraction  and  dilatation 
of  the  soul.19i 

And  it  was  precisely  this  "ebb  and  flow  of 
the  feeling,"  this  "alternate  contraction  and 
dilatation  of  the  soul,"  this  "same  animal 
eagerness"  that  underlies  the  "alertness  of 
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a  Stoat  or  the  anxiety  of  a  Deer,"  glimpsed 

momentarily  —  to  return  to  Severn's  account 

of  his  walks  with  Keats  —  in  the  "motions 

of  the  wind  —  just  how  it  took  certain  tall 

flowers,"  in  "the  smile  on  one  child's  face," 

in  the  "furtive  animalism"  in  the  faces  of 

the  passing  vagrants  —  it  was  this  hidden 

intention  and  movement  which  Keats  called 

the  "electric  fire,"  195  equally  at  work  within 

an  Iago  or  an  Imogen,  in  a  sparrow  or  a 

billiard-ball,  which  gives  every  object  and 

every  creature  the  life  which  is  its  identity 

and  its  peculiar  meaning,  and  which  can  be 

grasped  only  by  an  intuitive  fellow-feeling  on 

the  part  of  the  poet  —  this  was  for  Keats 

both  Beauty  and  Truth  and,  as  he  insisted — 

to  turn  at  last  to  the  conclusion  of  the  Ode  on 

a  Grecian  Urn  — 

is  all 
Ye  know  on  earth,  and  all  ye  need  to  know. 

But  this  intensity  for  Keats  was  imprisoned 

within  the  concrete,  and  the  concrete  was  a 

part  of  its  nature  and  its  truth.    The  true 

benefactors  of  humanity,  said  Moneta  in  the 

revised  Hyperion, 

are  no  dreamers  weak, 
They  seek  no  wonder  but  the  human  face. 
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And  Keats  learned  to  seek  no  greater  won- 
der. "Think  of  the  Earth,"  said  Moneta 
once  again;  and  Keats,  who  loved  the  low- 
lands and  was  content  to  remain  there, 
thought  of  the  earth:  he  accepted  it;  he 
"served  Mammon." 
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than  Milton.  .  .  .  He  did  not  think  into  the 
human  heart  as  Wordsworth  has  done."  (Letters, 
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Is  made  of  love  and  friendship,  and  sits  high 
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Diverse,  sheer  opposites,  antipodes." 
(Fall  of  Hyperion,  199-200.) 

80.  Ibid.,  161-164. 
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thought  obeys  a  nexus,  but  cannot  name  it.  And 
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507,  August,  1820):  "A  modern  work,  it  is  said, 
must  have  a  purpose,  which  may  be  the  God. 
An  artist  must  serve  Mammon." 

92.  Letters,  p.  71.  (To  George  and  Thomas 
Keats,  December  21,  1817.) 

93.  Ibid.,  p.  507.    (To  Shelley,  August,  1820.) 
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instanced  from  the  manuscript  of  the  ode  To 
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4). 
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(Hyperion,  I,  64). 
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"So  saw  he  panting  light"  (Endymion,  II, 

383). 
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"our  souls  in  one  eternal  pant"  ("O  that 

a  week  could  be  an  age/'  1.  12). 
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